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Preface to the New Edition 


wv hen the first edition of 7he War Against Boys appeared in 2000, almost no one was talking about boys 


educational and social problems. Now it’s hard to open a newspaper without stumbling upon references to 
the multiple books, articles, studies, and documentaries highlighting boys’ academic, social, and vocational 
deficits. So is the war over? Not yet. 

Although many educators recognize that boys have fallen far behind girls in school, few address the 
problem in a serious way. Schools that try to stop the trend, through boy-friendly pedagogy, literacy 
interventions, vocational training, or same-sex classes, are often thwarted. Women’s lobbying groups still call 
such projects evidence of a “backlash” against girls’ achievements and believe they are part of a campaign to 
slow further female progress. 

The recent advances of girls and young women in school, sports, and vocational opportunities are cause 
for deep satisfaction. They should not, however, blind us to the large and growing cohort of poorly educated 
young men in our midst, boys who are going to be lost in our knowledge-based economy. To address the 
problem, we must acknowledge the plain truth: boys and girls are different. Yet in many educational and 
government circles, it remains taboo to broach the topic of sex differences. Gender scholars and experts still 
insist that the sexes are the same and argue that any talk of difference only encourages sexism and 
stereotypes. In the current environment, to speak of difference invites opprobrium, and to speak of boys 
special needs invites passionate, organized opposition. Meanwhile, one gender difference refuses to go away: 
boys are languishing academically, while girls are soaring. 

In the first edition of The War Against Boys , 1 focused primarily on how groups such as the American 
Association of University Women, the Wellesley Centers for Women, and the Ms. Foundation were 
harming our nation’s young men. These organizations and their doctrines are still very much with us. But in 
this revised edition, I describe the emergence of additional boy-averse trends: the decline of recess, punitive 
zero-tolerance policies, myths about juvenile “superpredators,” and a misguided campaign against single-sex 
schooling. As our schools become more feelings centered, risk averse, competition-free, and sedentary, they 
move further and further from the characteristic sensibilities of boys. 

However, in the fourteen years since The War Against Boys was first published, England, Australia, and 
Canada have made concerted efforts to address the boy gap. In these countries, the public, the government, 
and the education establishment have become keenly aware of the increasing number of underachieving 
young males. In stark contrast to the United States, they are energetically, even desperately, looking for ways 
to help boys achieve parity. They have dozens of commissions, trusts, and working groups devoted to 
improving the educational prospects of boys. Using evidence and not ideology as their guide, these education 
leaders speak openly of male/female differences and don’t hesitate to recommend sex-specific solutions. 

Success for Boys, for example, is an Australian program that has provided grants to 1,600 schools to help 
them incorporate boy-effective methods into their daily practice.! In Great Britain, ten members of 
Parliament formed a Boys’ Reading Commission and published a comprehensive report in 2012.2 It offers 
educators a “tool kit” of successful practices. Paul Capon, president of the Canadian Council on Learning, 
acknowledges the political temptation to avoid or deny the problem of male underachievement. Still, he 
says, “You have to ask what is happening, and you have to ask why. It’s a head-in-the-sand, politically correct 
view to say there’s no problem with boys.” 3 In the United States, our education establishment remains 


paralyzed with its head in the sand. 

The subtitle of the first edition was “How Misguided Feminism Is Harming Our Young Men.” The 
emphasis on misguided—I did not intend to indict the historical feminist movement, which I have always 
seen as one of the great triumphs of our democracy. But some readers took the book to be an attack on 
feminism itself, and my message was lost on them. In this edition, I have sought to make a clearer distinction 
between the humane and progressive women’s movement and today’s feminist lobby. That lobby too often 
acts as a narrow, take-no-prisoners special interest group. Its members see the world as a zero-sum struggle 
between women and men. Their job is to side with the women—beginning with girls in the formative years 
of childhood. 

Most women, including most equality-minded women, do not see the world as a Manichean struggle 
between Venus and Mars. The current plight of boys and young men is, in fact, a women’s issue. Those boys 
are our sons; they are the people with whom our daughters will build a future. If our boys are in trouble, so 
are we all. 

In the war against boys, as in all wars, the first casualty is truth. In this updated edition, I give readers the 
best and most recent information on “where the boys are.” I say who is warring against them and why; I 
describe the best scientific research on the issues in debate; and I show readers the high price we will pay if 
we continue to neglect academic and social needs of boys. I also suggest solutions. 

This book explains how it became fashionable to pathologize the behavior of millions of healthy male 
children. We have turned against boys and forgotten a simple truth: the energy, competitiveness, and 
corporal daring of normal males are responsible for much of what is right in the world. No one denies that 
boys’ aggressive tendencies must be mitigated and channeled toward constructive ends. Boys need (and 
crave) discipline, respect, and moral guidance. Boys need love and tolerant understanding. But being a boy is 
not a social disease. 

To appreciate the growing divide between our educational establishment and the world of boys, consider 
this rare entity: a boy-friendly American school. In June of 2011, I visited the Heights School, an all-male 
Catholic academy outside Washington, DC. As I approached, I saw a large banner that said “Heights 
School: Men Fully Alive.” 

The school is thriving. There is new construction and a population of 460 fully engaged male students, 
grades three through twelve. Competition is part of the everyday life of the students, and awards and prizes 
are commonly used as incentives—but this competition is deeply embedded in an ethical system. The 
younger boys (ages eight to ten) attend class in log cabins filled with collections of insects, plants, and 
flowers. They memorize poetry and take weekly classes in painting and drawing. At the same time, the 
school makes room for male rowdiness. 

The day of my visit, the eighth-grade boys were reenacting the Roman Battle of Philippi in 42 BC, which 
they had studied in class. The boys had made their own swords and shields out of cardboard and duct tape, 
emblazoned with dragons, eagles, and lightning bolts. For more than an hour, they marched, attacked, and 
brawled. At one point, a group of warriors formed a classic Roman “tortoise’—a formation with shields on 
all sides. Another battalion charged full-speed into the tortoise. Younger boys gathered on the sidelines and 
catapulted water balloons into the fray. 

I asked the principal if the boys ever get hurt. Not really, he said. Anyway, one of his first lectures to 
parents concerns the “value of the scraped knee.” There weren't even scraped knees in the battle I observed 
—just boys having about as much fun as there is to be had. 

The Heights School is an outlier. Sword fights, sneak water balloon attacks, and mock battles hold a 
special fascination for boys, but most of today’s schools prohibit them. Play swords and shields? Those, even 
in miniature, invite suspension. Boys charging into each other? Someone could get hurt (and think of the 


lawsuits). Young males pretending to kill one another? A prelude to wife abuse. Gender scholars have spent 
the past twenty years trying to resocialize boys away from such “toxic” masculine proclivities. And a boys 
school? The American Civil Liberties Union has recently joined forces with a group of activist professors to 
expose and abolish the injustice of such invidious “segregation.” For them, what I saw at the Heights School 
is not “men fully alive” —it is gender apartheid. 

The war against boys is not over. It is fiercer than ever. But the stakes have risen, the battle lines have 
become clearer, and here and there one sees signs of resistance and constructive action. My second edition is 
dedicated to inspiriting the forces of reason and, eventually, reconstruction. 


1 
Where the Boys Are 


Aviation High School in Queens, New York, is easy to miss. A no-frills, industrial-looking structure of 


faded orange brick with green aluminum trim, it fits in comfortably with its gritty neighbors—a steel yard, a 
plastics factory, a tool supply outlet, and a twenty-four-hour gas station and convenience store. But to walk 
through the front doors of Aviation High is to enter one of the quietest, most inspiring places in all of New 
York City. This is an institution that is working miracles with students. Schools everywhere struggle to keep 
teenagers engaged. At Aviation, they are enthralled. 

On a recent visit to Aviation, I observed a classroom of fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds intently focused 
on constructing miniaturized, electrically wired airplane wings from mostly raw materials. In another class, 
the students worked in teams—with a student foreman and crew chief—to take apart a small jet engine and 
then put it back together in just twenty days. In addition to pursuing a standard high school curriculum, 
Aviation High students spend half of the day in hands-on classes learning about airframes, hydraulics, and 
electrical systems. They put up with demanding college preparatory English and history classes because 
unless they do well in them, they cannot spend their afternoons tinkering with the engine of a Cessna 411 
parked outside on the playground. The school’s two thousand pupils—mostly Hispanic, African American, 
and Asian from homes below the poverty line—have a 95 percent attendance rate and an 88 percent 
graduation rate, with 80 percent attending college.! The New York City Department of Education routinely 
awards the school an “A” on its annual Progress Report.2 And it has been recognized by U.S. News & World 
Report as one of the best high schools in the nation.3 Aviation High lives up to its motto: “Where Dreams 
Take Flight.” So what is the secret of its success? 

“The school is all about structure,” Assistant Principal Ralph Santiago told me. The faculty places a heavy 
emphasis on organization, precision workmanship, and attention to detail. No matter how chaotic students’ 
home lives may be, at Aviation, they are promised five full days per week of calm consistency. The school 
administrators maintain what they call a “culture of respect.” They don’t tolerate even minor infractions. 
But anyone who spends a little time at the school sees its success is not about zero-tolerance and strict 
sanctions. The students are kept so busy and are so fascinated with what they are doing that they have neither 
the time nor the desire for antics. Many who visit the school are taken aback by the silent, empty hallways. Is 
it a holiday? Where are the kids? They are in the classrooms, engaged in becoming effective, educated, 
employable adults. “Do you have self-esteem programs?” I asked, just for the fun of it. “We don’t do that,” 
replied the principal. 

Study groups from as far away as Sweden and Australia have visited and are now attempting to replicate 
Aviation in their home countries. It would appear to be a model of best practices. But there are very few 
visits from American officials. No one from the US Department of Education has visited or ever singled it 
out for praise. Aviation High is, in fact, more likely to be investigated, censured, and threatened by federal 
officials than celebrated or emulated. Despite its seventy-five-year history of success, and despite possessing 
what seems to be a winning formula for educating at-risk kids, it suffers from what many education leaders 
consider to be a fatal flaw: the school is 85 percent male.4 

The women students at Aviation High are well respected, hold many of the leadership positions, and 


appear to be flourishing in every way. But their numbers remain minuscule. They know their passion for jet 
engines makes them different from most girls—and they seem to enjoy being distinctive. One soft-spoken 
young woman whose parents emigrated from India told me she loves the school, and so do her parents: 
“They like it because it is so safe.” She is surrounded by more than seventeen hundred adolescent males in a 
poor section of Queens, yet she couldn’t be safer. 

Principal Deno Charalambous, Assistant Principal Ralph Santiago, and other administrators have made 
efforts to reach out to all prospective students, male and female, but it is mostly boys who respond. From an 
applicant pool of approximately three thousand junior high pupils from across the five New York City 
boroughs, the school makes about 1,200 offers and fills 490 seats in its entering ninth-grade class. Admission 
is open to all, and the school admissions committee looks at grades and test scores. But, says Santiago, “our 
primary focus is on attendance.” Give us students with a good junior high attendance record and an interest 
in all things mechanical, he says, and Aviation can turn them into pilots, airplane mechanics, or engineers. 

“Why did you choose Aviation?” I ask Ricardo, a ninth grader. “I liked the name.” The world of aviation 
—and classes with a lot of hammering, welding, riveting, sawing, and drilling—seems to resonate more 
powerfully in the minds of boys than girls. At the same time, it is girls who are the overwhelming majority at 
two other New York City vocational schools: the High School of Fashion Industries and the Clara Barton 
High School (for health professions) are 92 percent and 77 percent female, respectively. Despite forty years 
of feminist consciousness-raising and gender-neutral pronouns, boys still outnumber girls in aviation and 
automotive schools, and girls still outnumber boys in fashion and nursing. The commonsense explanation is 
that sexes differ in their interests and propensities. But activists in groups such as the American Association of 
University Women and the National Women’s Law Center beg to differ. 

The National Women’s Law Center has been waging a decade-long battle against New York City’s 
vocational-technical high schools—with Aviation High at the top of its list of offenders. In 2001, its 
copresident, Marcia Greenberger, along with two activist lawyers, wrote a letter to the then—Chancellor of 
the New York City Board of Education, claiming that girls’ rights were being violated in the city’s 
vocational public schools and demanding that the “problem be remedied without delay.” 5 The letter 
acknowledged that girls prevailed by large margins in four of the schools, but such schools, they said, do not 
prepare young women for jobs that pay as well as the male-dominated programs. “The vocational programs 
offered at these schools correspond with outmoded and impermissible stereotypes on the basis of sex.” The 
letter noted that “even the names assigned to vocational high schools send strong signals to students that they 
are appropriate only for one sex or the other.”6 

In 2008, prompted by the National Women’s Law Center, the public advocate for the City of New 
York, Betsy Gotbaum, published a scathing indictment entitled Blue School, Pink School: Gender Imbalance 
in New York City CTE (Career and Technical Education) High Schools. Why are there so few girls in 
vocational schools for automobile mechanics, building construction, and aviation? The report offered a 
confident reply: “Research shows that the reluctance of girls to participate in such programs is rooted in 
stereotypes of male and female roles that are imparted early in childhood.”7 In fact, the literature on gender 
and vocation is complex, vibrant, and full of reasonable disagreements. There is no single, simple answer. 

I asked Charalambous, Santiago, and other administrators whether Aviation High had received any 
official complaints. They were vaguely aware of the 2001 letter and 2008 report, but were confident that the 
stunning success of their school, especially one serving so many at-risk kids, would allay doubts and criticism. 
The educators at Aviation define equity as “equality of opportunity”—girls are just as welcome as boys. They 
were frankly baffled by the letters and threats and seemed to think it was just a misunderstanding. But the 
activists at the National Women’s Law Center, as well as the authors of the Blue School, Pink School report, 
believe that true equity means equality of participation. By this definition, Aviation falls seriously short. 


There is no misunderstanding. 

We must all be “willing to fight,” exclaimed Marcia Greenberger at a 2010 White House celebration of 
the Title IX equity law.8 To an audience that included Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, Assistant 
Secretary for Civil Rights Russlynn Ali, and White House senior advisor Valerie Jarrett, she noted that Title 
IX could be used to root out sexist discrimination in areas “outside of sports.” Said Greenberger, “We have 
loads of work to do!” She singled out Aviation High School as an egregious example of continuing 
segregation in vocational-technical schools. Ms. Jarrett concluded the session by assuring everyone in the 
room that “We are hardly going to rest on our laurels until we have absolute equality, and we are not there 
yet.” 

Before Ms. Jarrett or the secretary of education or other education officials join Ms. Greenberger and her 
colleagues at the National Women’s Law Center in their pursuit of absolute equality, they need to consider 
Aviation High School in the larger context of American education and American life. 


Boys and Girls in the Classroom 


In 2000, the Department of Education (DOE) published a long-awaited report on gender and education 
entitled Trends in Educational Equity of Girls and Women. 9 The research was mandated by Congress under 
the Gender Equity in Education Act of 1993.10 Women’s groups such as the National Women’s Law Center 
and the American Association of University Women lobbied heavily for the 1993 law and DOE study. 
Their own research showed that girls were being massively shortchanged and demoralized in the nation’s 
schools. The AAUW, for example, called the plight of adolescent young women “an American tragedy.” 11 It 
was because of such claims that Congress was moved to pass the Gender Equity in Education Act, 
categorizing girls as an “underserved population” on a par with other discriminated-against minorities. 
Hundreds of millions of dollars in grants were awarded to study the plight of girls and to learn how to 
overcome the insidious biases against them. Parents throughout the country observed Take Your Daughter 
to Work Day; the Department of Health and Human Services launched a self-esteem enhancing program 
called Girl Power!; and, at the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, 
members of the American delegation presented the educational and psychological deficits of American girls 
as a pressing human rights issue. |2 

In 2000, women’s groups eagerly awaited the DOE study. It promised to be the most thorough 
assessment of gender and education yet. Solid and unimpeachable statistics from the federal government 
would be a great boon to their campaign on behalf of the nation’s young women. 

But things did not go as planned. The shortchanged-girl movement rested on a lot of unconventional 
evidence: controversial self-esteem studies,13 unpublished reports on classroom interactions,!4 and 
speculative, metaphor-laden theories about “school climates” and female adolescent malaise.!5 Here, for 
example, is a typical pronouncement: “As the river of a girl’s life flows into the sea of Western culture, she is 
in danger of drowning or disappearing.”16 Those portentous words were uttered in 1990 by feminist 
psychologist Carol Gilligan, a leader of the shortchanged-girl movement. The picture of confused and 
forlorn girls struggling to survive would be drawn again and again, with added details and increasing 
urgency. By 1995, the public was more than prepared for psychologist Mary Pipher’s bleak tidings in her 
bestselling book, Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls. According to Pipher, “Something 
dramatic happens to girls in early adolescence. . . . They crash and burn.”!7 

The DOE’s Trends in Educational Equity report was based on more straightforward criteria: grades, test 
scores, and college matriculation. By those standards, girls were doing far better than boys. The DOE’s 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) analyzed forty-four concrete indicators of academic success 


and failure. About half of the indicators showed no differences between boys and girls. For example, 
“Females are just as likely as males to use computers at home and at school,” and “Females and males take 
similar mathematics and science courses in high school.” Some favored boys: they do better on math and 
science tests, and they enjoy these subjects more and demonstrate greater confidence in their math and 
science abilities than girls. Trends in Educational Equity found that the math and science gaps were 
narrowing, but they still singled them out as areas of concern. On the whole, however, girls turned out to be 
far and away the superior students. According to the report, “There is evidence that the female advantage in 
school performance is real and persistent.”!8 As the study’s director, Thomas Snyder, told me almost 
apologetically, “We did not realize women were doing so well.” 
A few sample findings: 


“Female high school seniors tend to have higher educational aspirations than their male peers.” 

¢ “Female high school seniors are more likely to participate in more after-school activities than their male 
peers, except for participation in athletics.” 

¢ “Female high school students are more likely than males to take Advanced Placement examinations.” 

¢ “Females have consistently outperformed males in reading and writing.” 

¢ “Differences in male and female writing achievements have been relatively large, with male 11th graders 
scoring at about the same level as female 8th graders in 1996.” 

¢ “Females are more likely than males to enroll in college.” 


e “Women are more likely than men to persist and attain degrees.” 


Figure 1: Average GPA of 12th Graders, by Sex 
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Source: US Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, High School 
Transcript Study (HSTS), 2000, 1998, 1994, 1990. 


Contrary to the story told by the girl-crisis lobby, the new study revealed that by the early 1990s, 
American girls were flourishing in unprecedented ways. To be sure, a few girls may have been crashing and 
drowning in the sea of Western culture, but the vast majority were thriving in it: moving ahead of boys in 
the primary and secondary grades, applying to college in record numbers, filling the more challenging 
academic classes, joining sports teams, and generally outperforming boys in the classroom and 
extracurricular activities. Subsequent studies by the Department of Education and the Higher Education 


Research Institute show that, far from being timorous and demoralized, girls outnumber boys in student 
government, honor societies, and school newspapers. They also receive better grades,!9 do more 
homework,20 take more honors courses,2! read more books,22 eclipse males on tests of artistic and musical 
ability,23 and generally outshine boys on almost every measure of classroom success. At the same time, fewer 
girls are suspended from school, fewer are held back, and fewer drop out.24 In the technical language of 
education experts, girls are more academically “engaged.” 


Figure 2: Percentage of High School Sophomores Who Arrive at School Unprepared, by Sex 
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics, The Condition of Education 2007, \Indicator 22. 


If all the data from the Department of Education had to be condensed into a single anecdote, it could be 
this one about a parent-teacher conference in a middle school in New Jersey in 2010: 


A sixth-grade boy, whose mother asks he be identified as Dan, squirms as his teacher tells his parents 
he’s not trying hard enough in school. He looks away as the teacher directs his parents to a table of 
projects the class has done on ancient Greek civilization. Some projects are meticulous works of art, 
with edges burned to resemble old parchment. Dan’s title page is plain and unillustrated, and he’s left 
an “e” out of “Greek.” “You'll never get anywhere if you dont try,” says Dan’s father as they leave the 
classroom. “I don’t understand,” says Dan’s mother, whose two older daughters got straight A’s in 


school without her intervention.25 


But Don’t Boys Test Better? 


Boys do appear to have an advantage when it comes to taking tests like the SAT. They consistently attain 
higher scores in both the math and verbal sections, though girls are well ahead in the recently added essay 
section.26 But according to the College Board, the organization that administers the SAT, the boys’ better 
scores tell us more about the selection of students taking the test than about any advantage boys may enjoy. 
Fewer males than females take the SAT (46 percent of the test takers are male) and far more of the female 
test takers come from the “at risk” category—girls from lower-income homes or with parents who never 
graduated from high school or never attended college. “These characteristics,” says the College Board, “are 
associated with lower than average SAT scores.”27 


There is another factor that skews test results. Nancy Cole, former president of the Educational Testing 
Service, calls it the “spread” phenomenon. Scores on almost any intelligence or achievement test are more 
widely distributed for boys than for girls—boys include more prodigies and more students of marginal 
ability. Or, as the late political scientist James Q. Wilson once put it, “There are more male geniuses and 
more male idiots.” The boys of marginal ability tend not to take the SAT; so there is no way to correct for 
the high-achieving males who show up in large numbers. 

Suppose we were to turn our attention away from the highly motivated, self-selected two-fifths of high 
school students who take the SAT and consider instead a truly representative sample of American 
schoolchildren. How would girls and boys then compare? Well, we have the answer. The National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, mandated by Congress in 1969 offers the best measure of achievement 
among students at all levels of ability. Under the NAEP program, 120,000 to 220,000 students drawn from 
all fifty states as well as District of Columbia and Department of Defense schools are tested in reading, 
writing, math, and science at ages nine, thirteen, and seventeen. In 2011, eighth-grade boys outperformed 
girls by 1 point in math and 5 points in science. But in 2011 and 2007 respectively (the most recent year for 
this data), eighth-grade girls outperformed boys by 9 points in reading and 20 points in writing. (Ten points 
are roughly equivalent to one year of schooling.28) 

The math and science gap favoring boys has been intensely debated and analyzed. In 1990, at the 
beginning of the shortchanged-girl campaign, young women were even further behind. (Seventeen-year-old 
females, for example, were then 11 points behind males in science.) It is likely that the women’s lobby was 
helpful in drawing attention to the girls’ deficits and in promoting effective remedies. But what is hard to 
understand is why the math and science gap launched a massive movement on behalf of girls, and yet a much 
larger gap in reading, writing, and school engagement created no comparable effort for boys. Just as hard to 
explain is the failure by nearly everyone in the education establishment to address the growing college 
attendance gap. Today, women in the United States earn 57 percent of bachelor’s degrees, 60 percent of 
master’s degrees, and 52 percent of PhDs. 


Figure 3: Percentage of All College Degrees* Female vs. Male, 1966-2021 
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Graph by Mark Perry (University of Michigan and American Enterprise Institute). Data from Department of Education, ECLS-K 
(Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—Kindergarten, 1998-1999 cohort). 


According to DOE projections, these male-female disparities will only become increasingly acute in the 
future. As a policy analyst for the Pell Institute once quipped, only half in jest, “the last male will graduate 
from college in 2068.” 


Where Have all the Young Men Gone? 


Trends in Educational Equity was a serious study carried out by an unimpeachable source—highly regarded, 
apolitical statisticians at the Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics. But it flatly 
contradicted the shortchanged-girl thesis. Yes, it showed that young women needed special attention in 
certain areas such as their performance on standardized math and science tests; at the same time, it exposed 
the folly of calling them “underserved” or “shortchanged.” How did the women’s groups react? 

Initially, they ignored it. But so did most journalists, educators, and public officials. The Education 
Department wasn't comfortable with its own findings and gave them little publicity. (One official told me, 
off the record, that some of the staff worried that it would deflect attention away from worthy women’s 
causes.) A few months after the study appeared, I asked its director, Thomas Snyder, why the Department of 
Education had not alerted the public to its findings. After all, the misleading AAUW report How Schools 
Shortchange Girls generated hundreds of stories by journalists and newscasters across the country. Shouldn't 
Trends in Equity in Education have received more publicity? “We were probably more guarded than 
necessary,” he said, “but we are a government agency. . . . In retrospect, we should have done more.” 

So what finally slowed down the girl-crisis parade? Reality struck. The “left the ‘e’ out of ‘Greek’ ” 
phenomenon became impossible to ignore. Teachers observed male fecklessness and disengagement before 
their eyes, day after day in their classrooms. Parents began noticing that young women were sweeping the 
honors and awards at junior high and high school graduations, while young men were being given most of 
the prescriptions for attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder.29 College admissions officers were baffled, 
concerned, and finally panicked over the dearth of male applicants. A new phrase entered the admissions 
office lexicon: “the tipping point”—the point at which the ratio of women to men reaches 60/40. According 
to insider lore, if male enrollment falls to 40 percent or below, females begin to flee. Officials at schools at 
or near the tipping point (American University, Boston University, Brandeis University, New York 
University, the University of Georgia, and the University of North Carolina, to name only a few) feared 
their campuses were becoming like retirement villages, with a surfeit of women competing for a tiny handful 
of surviving men. “Where Have All the Young Men Gone?” was a major attraction at a 2002 meeting of the 
National Association of College Admission Counseling. 

Throughout the 2000s, stories of faltering schoolboys appeared in almost every major magazine and 
newspaper in the country. My own book The War Against Boys was published in 2001, accompanied by a 
cover story in The Atlantic, “Girls Rule: Mythmakers to the Contrary, It’s Boys Who Are in Deep Trouble.” 
These were followed a few years later by articles in Newsweek, BusinessWeek, The New Republic, and U.S. 
News & World Report. Programs such as 60 Minutes and 20/20 dramatized the plight of boys, as did data- 
filled books such as Why Boys Fail and The Trouble with Boys. 39 In addition to this steady flow of news 
stories and books, various state commissions and policy centers issued reports on the precarious state of 
schoolboys.31 In 2006, for example, the Rennie Center for Education Research and Policy, a nonpartisan 
Massachusetts think tank on education, released Ave Boys Making the Grade? Initially, its researchers 
wondered if the media stories about disadvantaged boys were exaggerated. They asked, “[I]s the picture as 
one-sided as the media portray?” Their final answer: a resounding, unequivocal yes. “The gender gap is real 
and has a negative effect on boys.”32 With obvious surprise at their own findings, the Rennie researchers 
reported, “In Massachusetts, the achievement of girls not only exceeds the achievement of boys in English 


language arts at all grade levels, girls are generally outperforming boys in math as well.”33 The study 
concluded, “Boys are struggling in our public schools.” It suggested several reforms such as more 
experimentation with single-sex classrooms, a heightened focus on male and female learning styles in teacher 
training programs, and special attention to black, Hispanic, and other subgroups of boys. 

The same year, 2006, the California Postsecondary Education Commission (a group of business leaders, 
educators, and public policy experts that advises the governor) published 7he Gender Gap in California 
Higher Education. \t showed women from all major ethnic groups moving well ahead of men throughout 
the University of California (UC) system.34 In the professional schools, once dominated by men, women 
were earning 57 percent of degrees in law, 62 percent in dentistry, 73 percent in optometry, 77 percent in 
pharmacy, and 82 percent in veterinary medicine. Just like Thomas Snyder in the Department of Education 
and the Rennie researchers in Massachusetts, the California Postsecondary Education Commission authors 
seemed both surprised and alarmed by their findings. “The magnitude of the issue [of male disadvantage] is 
large.”35 And they noted the potential harm the growing gap could wreak in the US workforce and in the 
nation’s “competitiveness in the global economy.”36 

By the middle of the 2000s, the precariousness of boys and young men in American schools was one of 
the most thoroughly documented phenomena in the history of education. Groups like the National 
Women’s Law Center and the AAUW might have been expected to return to the drawing board to look for 
ways to address the special needs of girls, while acknowledging the considerable vulnerabilities of boys. That 


did not happen. 


The Empire Strikes Back 


In 2008, Linda Hallman, the AAUW executive director, announced her organization’s determination to 
continue to “break through barriers” for women and girls and not to allow “adversaries” to obstruct their 
mission: 


Our adversaries know that AAUW is a force to be reckoned with, and that we have “staying power” in 
our dedication to breaking through the barriers that we target. . . . We ARE Breaking through 
Barriers. We mean it; weve done it before; and we are “coming after them” again and again and 


again, if we have to! All of us, all the time.37 [AAUW emphasis. ] 


This powerful and influential organization saw the new focus on boys as part of an organized backlash 
against the gains of women. A few weeks before Ms. Hallman’s declaration of war, the AAUW issued a 103- 
page study refuting the idea that boys were disadvantaged. According to Where the Girls Are: The Facts About 
Gender Equity in Education, the boy crisis was a hoax. ‘This study, said Ms. Hallman, “debunks once and for 
all the myth of the ‘boys’ crisis’ in education.” 38 She described it as “the most comprehensive report ever 
done on the topic.”39 As we shall see, it did not come close to Trends in Educational Equity, or dozens of 
other studies, in objectivity, soundness, or comprehensiveness. But it did garner masses of publicity, 
including respectful treatment in places such as the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, 
and NewsHour with Jim Lehrer.40 On its blog, the AAUW urged its more than 100,000 members around 
the country to “Build Buzz on Where the Girls Are.” There was no buzz machine behind the research on 
boys. What did the AAUW find? 

Chapter 1 of Where the Girls Are begins with a comment on the motives of authors (this author included) 
who write about the plight of boys: 


Many people remain uncomfortable with the education and professional advances of girls and women, 


especially when they threaten to outdistance their male peers... . From the incendiary book The War 
Against Boys . . . to more subtle insinuations such as the New York Times headline, “At Colleges, 
Women Are Leaving Men in the Dust,” a backlash against the achievement of girls and women 
emerged.41 


The report flatly rejects the idea that boys as a group are in trouble. In fact, it asserts that young men are 
faring better today than ever before. Today’s young men, say the authors, are graduating from high school 
in record numbers. “More men are earning college degrees today in the United States than at any time in 
history.”42 Men have not fallen behind; it is simply that females “have made more rapid gains.”43 The report 
does not deny that there are serious inequities in education, but attributes them to race and class—not 
gender. It calls for a refocused public debate on the deep division among schoolchildren by race and family 
income. Finally, it emphatically reminds readers of the real world that awaits young men and women once 
they leave school: “Perhaps the most compelling evidence against the existence of a boys’ crisis is that men 
continue to outearn women in the workplace.”44 

It is hard to know how to respond to the suggestion that those of us who write about the plight of boys 
are “uncomfortable with the advances of girls.” The AAUW gives no evidence for it. The same charge was 
made by two professors, Rosalind Chait Barnett, a senior scientist at the Women’s Studies Research Center 
at Brandeis University, and Caryl Rivers of Boston University, in their 2011 book, The Truth About Girls 
and Boys: “The fact that girls are succeeding academically touches a wellspring of psychic fear in some 
people.” They called the boys crisis “manufactured”—part of a “backlash against the women’s 
movement.”45 Soon after the 2008 release of Where the Girls Are, Linda Hallman told the New York Times 
that “conservative commentators” were behind the “distracting debate” over allegedly disadvantaged boys.4¢6 

But alarm over the plight of boys comes from parents, educators, writers, research institutes, and 
commissions from across the political and social spectrum. What we share is a concern for all children, along 
with an awareness that boys appear to need special help right now. That is not backlash; it is reality and 
common sense. 

What about the claim that boys are doing better than ever? According to the AAUW report: 


More men are earning college degrees today in the United States than at any time in history. During 
the past 35 years, the college-educated population has greatly expanded: The number of bachelor’s 
degrees awarded annually rose 82 percent, from 792,316 in 1969-70 to 1,439,264 in 2004—05.47 


It is true that in absolute terms more boys were graduating from high school and going to college in 2005 
than in the previous forty years. But that is because the population of college-age males was much larger in 
2005 than in the previous forty years. In 1970, men earned 451,097 BA degrees; by 2009, the number was 
685,382—a 52 percent increase. In the same time period, BA degrees conferred to women went from 
341,219 to 915,986—a 168 percent increase.48 Good news all around, says the AAUW. But was it? The 
picture changes when you control for population growth and consider the rate of improvement. Males 
stalled in the mid-1970s while females rapidly advanced (see Figure 4). 


Figure 4: Percentage of Population Ages 25-34 with 4 Years of College, 1970-2009, by Sex 
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The AAUW researchers point out that even if men are not keeping up with women, they are doing better 
than in the past. As Linda Hallman explained during a PBS online discussion, “[I]n the percentage of boys 
graduating from high school and college, boys are performing better today than ever before.”49 Technically 
true, but thoroughly misleading. In 2008, for example, US Census data shows that among women and men 
ages twenty-five to twenty-nine, 34 percent of women had a bachelor’s degree—compared with 26 percent 
of men.50 The number of women with college degrees had increased by 14 percent from 1978; the men, by 
less than 1 percent (0.77 percent, to be precise). If the facts were reversed and young men soared while 
women stalled, Ms. Hallman and her colleagues would have a different outlook. 

Most of the news stories conveyed the AAUW’s message that there is no serious gender achievement gap 
in education—the problem is race and social class. As one AAUW author told the Washington Post, “If there 
is a crisis, it is with African American and Hispanic students and low-income students, girls and boys.”5! But 
here the AAUW obscures the fact that the gender gap favors girls across all ethnic, racial, and social lines. 
Young black women are twice as likely to go to college as black men; at some of the prestigious historically 
black colleges the numbers are truly ominous—Fisk is now 64 percent female; Howard, 67 percent; Clark 
Atlanta, 72 percent.52 

When economist Andrew Sum and his colleagues at the Center for Labor Market Studies at Northeastern 
University examined gender disparities in the Boston Public Schools, they found that for the class of 2007, 
among blacks, there were 191 females for every 100 males attending a four-year college or university. 
Among Hispanics the ratio was 175 females for every 100 males. For white students the gap was smaller, but 
still very large: 153 females to every 100 males.53 

The facts are incontrovertible: young women from poor neighborhoods in Boston, Los Angeles, or 
Washington, DC, do much better than the young men from those same neighborhoods. There are now 
dozens of studies with titles like “The Vanishing Latino Male in Higher Education,” “The Latino Male 
Dropout Crisis,” and “African-American Males in Education: Endangered or Ignored?” 54 When the College 
Board recently studied The Educational Experience of Young Men of Color, its conclusions were dismaying: 
“There is an educational crisis for young men of color in the United States. . . . Collectively, [our] data 
shows that more than 51 percent of Hispanic males, 45 percent of African American males, 42 percent of 
Native American males, and 33 percent of Asian American males ages 15 to 24 will end up unemployed, 
incarcerated or dead. It has become an epidemic, and one that we must solve by resolving the educational 
crisis facing young men of color.”55 


What about those middle- and upper-middle-class white—or young men of color from comfortable 
backgrounds? Clearly, they are not in the same predicament as boys living near or below the poverty line. 
But even these males are performing well below their female counterparts. Consider, for example, the 
female advantage when it comes to honor societies, enrollment in AP classes, and earning A’s. 56 Judith 
Kleinfeld, a professor of psychology at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, analyzed the reading skills of 
white males from college-educated families. Using Department of Education data, she showed that at the 
end of high school, 23 percent of the white sons of college-educated parents scored “below basic.” For girls 
from the same background, the figure was 7 percent. “This means,” Ms. Kleinfeld writes, “that one in four 
boys who have college-educated parents cannot read a newspaper with understanding.”57 

Gender is a constant. Kleinfeld found that 34 percent of Hispanic males with college-educated parents 
scored “below basic,” compared to 19 percent of Hispanic females. Isn’t it possible—or even likely—that if 
we found ways to inspire poor black boys to read, those methods might work for Hispanic boys or poor 
white boys—or even white middle-class boys? 


What Motivates the Women’s Lobby? 


It is not hard to understand why women’s groups have invested so much effort in thwarting the cause of 
boys. When they look at society as a whole, they see males winning all the prizes. Men still prevail in the 
highest echelons of power. Look at the number of male CEOs, full professors, political leaders. Or consider 
the wage gap. As the AAUW says, “the most compelling evidence against the existence of a boys crisis is that 
men continue to outearn women in the workplace.”58 Why worry about boys doing better in school when 
they appear to be doing so much better in life? 

This is an understandable but seriously mistaken reaction. First of all, most men are not at the pinnacle of 
power. The “spread” phenomenon we see in testing shows up in life. There are far more men than women at 
the extremes of success and failure. And failure is more common. There may be 480 male CEOs of Fortune 
500 companies (20 women), 438 male members of Congress (101 women), and 126,515 full professors 
(45,571 women). But consider the other side of the ledger. More than one million Americans are classified 
by the Department of Labor as “discouraged workers.” These are workers who have stopped looking for 
jobs because they feel they have no prospects or lack the requisite skills and education. Nearly 60 percent are 
men—636,000 men and 433,000 women. Consider also that that more than 1.5 million (1,500,278) men 
are in prison. For women the figure is 113,462.59 

Finally, a word about the infamous “wage gap,” which represents one of the most long-standing statistical 
fallacies in American policy debate. The 23-cent gender pay gap is simply the difference between the average 
earnings of all men and women working full-time. It does not account for differences in occupations, 
positions, education, job tenure, or hours worked per week. When mainstream economists consider the 
wage gap, they find that pay disparities are almost entirely the result of women’s different life preferences— 
what men and women choose to study in school, where they work, and how they balance their home and 
career. A thorough 2009 study by the US Department of Labor examined more than fifty peer-reviewed 
papers on the subject and concluded that the wage gap “may be almost entirely the result of individual 
choices being made by both male and female workers.”69 In addition to differences in education and 
training, the review found that women are more likely than men to leave the workforce to take care of 
children or older parents. There were so many differences in pay-related choices that the researchers were 
unable to specify even a residual effect that might be the result of discrimination. 

Wage-gap activists at the AAUW and the National Women’s Law Center say no—even when we control 
for relevant variables, women still earn less. But it always turns out that they have omitted one or two crucial 


variables. Consider the case of pharmacists. Almost half of all pharmacists are female, yet as a group, they 
earn only 85 percent of what their male counterparts earn. Why should that be? After all, male and female 
pharmacists are doing the same job with roughly identical educations. There must be some hidden 
discrimination at play. But according to the 2009 National Pharmacies Workforce Survey, male pharmacists 
work on average 2.4 hours more per week, have more job experience, and more of them own their own 
stores.61 A 2012 New York Times article tells a similar story about women in medicine: “Female doctors are 
more likely to be pediatricians than higher-paid cardiologists. They are more likely to work part time. And 
even those working full time put in seven percent fewer hours a week than men. They are also much more 
likely to take extended leaves, most often to give birth and start a family.” 62 There are exceptions, but most 
workplace pay gaps and glass ceilings vanish when one accounts for these factors. And as economists 
frequently remind us, if it were really true that an employer could get away with paying Jill less than Jack for 
the same work, clever entrepreneurs would fire all their male employees, replace them with females, and 
enjoy a huge market advantage. 

Women’s groups do occasionally acknowledge that the pay gap is largely explained by women’s life 
choices, as the AAUW does in its 2007 Behind the Pay Gap.®3 But this admission is qualified: they insist that 
women’s choices are not truly free. Women who decide, say, to stay home with children, to become 
pediatricians rather than cardiologists, or to attend the Fashion Industry High School rather than Aviation 
High are driven by sexist stereotypes. Says the AAUW, “Women’s personal choices are . . . fraught with 
inequities.”°64 It speaks of women being “pigeonholed” into “pink-collar” jobs in health and education. 
According to the National Organization for Women, powerful sexist stereotypes “steer” women and men 
“toward different education, training, career paths,” and family roles. 65 But is it really sexist stereotypes and 
social conditioning that best explain women’s vocational preferences and their special attachment to 
children? Aren't most American women free and self-determining human beings? The women’s groups need 
to show—not dogmatically assert—that women’s choices are not free. And they need to explain why, by 
contrast, the life choices they promote are the authentic ones—what women truly want, and what will make 
them happier and more fulfilled. Of course, these are weighty philosophical questions unlikely to be resolved 
anytime soon. But surely, one thing should be clear: ignoring boys’ educational deficits is not the solution to 
the wage and power gap. And whatever women’s problems may be, they should not blind us to the growing 
plight of marginally educated men. 

In 2006, the Portland Press Herald ran an alarming series of reports about the educational deficits of boys 
in Maine.66 Among its findings: “High school girls outnumber boys by almost a 2:1 ratio in top-10 senior 
rankings,” and “Men earn about 38 percent of the bachelor’s degrees awarded by Maine's public 
universities.” According to the report, boys both rich and poor had fallen seriously behind their sisters. But 
the director of Women’s Studies at the University of Southern Maine, Susan Feiner, expressed frustration 
over the sudden concern for boys. “It is kind of ironic that a couple of years into a disparity between male 
and female attendance in college it becomes ‘Oh my God, we really need to look at this. The world is going 
to end.”67 

I can sympathize with the professor’s complaint. Where was the indignation when men dominated higher 
education, decade after decade? Maybe it is time for women and girls to enjoy the advantage. That is an 
understandable but misguided reaction. It was wrong to ignore women’s educational needs for so long and 
cause for celebration when we turned our attentions to meeting those needs. But turning the tables and 
neglecting boys is not the answer. Why not be fair to both? 

In feminist Betty Friedan’s celebrated 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, she said that American women 
suffered from severe domestic ennui—‘“the problem that had no name.” Today the problem Friedan 
described hardly exists. For most American women, especially young women, the problem is not the futility 


and monotony of domestic life; it is choosing among the many paths open to them. Finding male partners as 
ambitious and well educated as they are is another challenge. Life for women may be difficult, but the 
system is no longer rigged against them. The new problem with no name is the economic and social free fall 
of millions of young men. 

Thomas Mortenson, a policy analyst at the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher 
Education, began to notice negative trends for young men twenty years ago. He was certain that journalists, 
educators, and political leaders would pick it up and run with it. When that did not happen, he wrote about 
it himself in a 1995 fact sheet entitled “What’s Wrong with Guys?” 68 He noted that the women surpassed 
men in the rates at which they graduated from college in 1991, acknowledging that the gender gap was 
“widening.” He asked, “When the labor market offers such rich rewards for the college educated—both men 
and women—why have only women responded?” Mortenson foresaw the profound negative effects of male 
underachievement on the American economy and the family. He also noted the high psychological toll it 
would exact from men themselves. As he told an education reporter, “Most men define themselves by their 
work and must be productively engaged.”69 

Unfortunately, Mortenson sounded the alarm during a period when the media, the education 
establishment, and the government were focused on the AAUW-engineered girl crisis. Congress had just 
passed the Gender Equity in Education Act, the Department of Health and Human Services had launched 
Girl Power!,79 and Reviving Ophelia was on the bestseller lists.71 No one was paying attention to boys, and 
the problem that has no name went unnoticed. Mortenson, a mild-mannered, just-the-facts-maam Joe 
Friday from Iowa, was no match for the girl advocates and their buzz machine. 


The Economic Fallout 


In February 2011 a small miracle happened. The Harvard Graduate School of Education, once the 
epicenter of the silenced- and shortchanged-girl movement, published a major study that acknowledged the 
plight of males. It recognized the real problem that has no name. The study, Pathways to Prosperity, points 
out that a high school diploma was once the passport to the American dream; in 1973, 72 percent of the 
American workforce had earned only a high school diploma—or less. Nearly two-thirds of them made it 
into the middle class. “In an economy in which manufacturing was still dominant, it was possible for those 
with less education but a strong work ethic to earn a middle-class wage.”72 Not any longer. As the report 
makes clear, since the 1970s, “all of the net job growth in America has been generated by positions that 
require at least some post-secondary education.”73 The new passport to the American Dream is “education 
beyond high school.” And today, far more women than men have that passport. As Pathways to Prosperity 
reports: 


Our system . . . clearly does not work well for many, especially young men. In recent years, a yawning 
gender gap has opened up in American higher education. Men now account for just 43 percent of 
enrollment in our nation’s colleges, and earn only 43 percent of bachelor’s degrees. Not surprisingly, 
women also account for 60 percent of the nation’s graduate students. 


This dramatic chart accompanied the report: 


Figure 5: The Growing Gender Gap in Our Nation’s Colleges: What Are the Implications? 
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Source: Pathways to Prosperity, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2011. 


A few months later, in the summer of 2011, the Brookings Institution published a study that reinforced 
the message of the Harvard study. Michael Greenstone, a professor of economics at MIT and senior fellow 
at Brookings, along with Adam Looney, another Brookings senior fellow, released a report on the fate of 
marginally educated men in today’s workplace. It confirmed Mortenson’s predictions—and more. To give 
one dramatic example, for men ages twenty-five to sixty-four with no high school diploma, median annual 
earnings have declined 66 percent since 1969. Say the authors, “Men with just a high school diploma did 
only marginally better. Their wages declined by 47 percent” (Figure 6). Not only have men with minimal 
educational credentials suffered severe setbacks in wages—a large number have vanished from the full-time 
workforce. 


Figure 6: Change in Male Earnings, 1969-2009 
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Source: “Trends: Reduced Earnings for Men in America,” The Milken Institute Review. 


Why have men suffered this decline? As jobs in manufacturing, construction, farming, and mining have 
disappeared and the United States has moved toward a knowledge-based economy, men have failed to adapt. 
At the same time, the education establishment, as well as the federal government, looked the other way. 
Male workers with only a high school degree, say Greenstone and Looney, have been “unhitched from the 
engine of growth.”74 According to these two economists, “Male college completion rates peaked in 1977... 
and then barely changed over the next 30 years. This slowdown in educational attainment for men is 
puzzling because attainment among women has continued to rise, and higher education is richly rewarded in 
the labor market.”75 

These rewards are already in evidence. In major cities across the United States, single women ages twenty- 
two to thirty with no children now earn 8 percent more than their male counterparts (Figure 7). According 
to the latest Census Data, since 2007, the number of young men (ages twenty-five to thirty-four) living with 
their parents shot up from 14.2 percent to 18.6 percent. For young women the rates have remained steady 
—around 10 percent (Figure 8). The Population Reference Bureau notes, “The share of young men living at 
home has reached its highest level since the Census Bureau first started tracking the measure in 1960.”76 


Figure 7: Top Towns for Women 
Percentage in which median full-time wages for single, childless women ages 22-30 exceeds those of single, childless men in 
the same age group. 
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Figure 8: Share of Men and Women Ages 25-34 Living with Their Parents, 2000-201 1 
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At the conclusion of their report, the Brookings authors offer suggestions on “the long road back.” One 
of their top recommendations: more career academies for high school students that blend academic 
instruction with workplace experience. In other words, more schools like Aviation High School. Given the 
current climate, how likely is it that will happen? 


The Women’s Lobby Again 


In June 2012, the National Coalition for Women and Girls in Education (NCWGE) published a new, 66- 
page report on the plight of girls in education, Title IX at 40: Working to Ensure Gender Equity in 
Education.77 While acknowledging that women have made progress, and mentioning that men may face bias 
in nursing and child care programs, they once again present girls as the shortchanged gender. “Girls and 
women,’ they say, “are discouraged from pursuing traditionally male training programs.” 78 Aviation High is 
not singled out by name, as it was at the White House equity seminar in 2010, but it is clearly in their sights. 
The report calls for aggressive Title IX compliance reviews and demands that Congress “hold states and 
municipalities accountable for increasing women’s completion of career and technical education 
programs.”79 As we shall see in chapter 7, the effort to harass and subjugate one of the few styles of 
education that is working for boys is already bearing bitter fruit in law and regulation. The buzz machine 
never stops. 

Soon after the AAUW published its 2008 report dismissing the boys’ crisis, Linda Hallman boasted in her 
monthly newsletter about how its release was publicized by the major news organizations—NPR, the New 
York Times, and the Washington Post. She said, “[The] AAUW’s ability to capture media attention 


demonstrates the power and credibility of our message.”80 Not so. Capturing media attention and being 


credible are distinct phenomena. What it demonstrates is these women’s groups’ preternatural ability to 
lobby, to network, and to spin. 

Within living memory, the American feminist movement has been a valiant, broad-based vehicle for 
social equality. It achieved historic victories and enjoys continuing, well-deserved prestige for its 
contributions to social equality. But it has now harnessed that prestige to the ethos and methods of a 
conventional interest group. For leaders like Linda Hallman and Marcia Greenberger, men and women are 
two opposing camps engaged in a zero-sum struggle. Their job is to make sure women win. Few women, 
including feminist women, share their worldview. The AAUW and the National Women’s Law Center 
represent a tiny ideological constituency. But, at the moment, the education establishment, the White 
House, and many in the media treat them as the authoritative voice of American women. 

Male underachievement is more than an American problem. While men still outnumber women in 
higher education in China, Japan, and India, there is a growing college gap favoring women in countries as 
diverse as France, Brazil, Albania, Malaysia, and Australia. And the international dimension gives the 
problem special urgency, as education writer Richard Whitmire and literacy expert William Brozo remind 
us: “The global economic race we read so much about—the marathon to produce the most educated 
workforce and therefore the most prosperous nation—really comes down to a calculation: Whichever nation 
solves these “boy troubles’ wins the race.”81 

That is surely an overstatement, but we do know that the entry of large numbers of women into the 
workforce in recent decades has paid large economic dividends. There is no principle that says gender parity 
in education guarantees national economic success, but finding ways to get boys and men more engaged in 
school will certainly yield social and economic benefits that go beyond the welfare of the men themselves. 

As we shall see, for countries such as Australia, England, and Canada, closing the boy gap has become a 
national priority. But the United States has an extra handicap. We are coping not only with millions of 
poorly educated boys and young men, but with a tenacious women’s lobby that thwarts all efforts to help 
them. And today, that lobby appears to be setting the agenda for the US government. 

In June 2012, the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights published a report entitled Gender 
Equity in Education.82 This new equity study might have been an occasion for federal officials to finally 
acknowledge the boy gap and alert the public to its social and economic hazards. After the department's 
2000 Trends in Educational Equity study and alarming reports on male academic disaffection by the 
California Post-Secondary Education Commission, the Massachusetts Rennie Center, the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, and the Brookings Institution, it would seem impossible for federal officials to ignore 
boys any longer. But Gender Equity in Education reads as if it were crafted by spin-mistresses at the AAUW 
and the National Women’s Law Center. The reading, writing, and school engagement chasms favoring 
young women are never mentioned; the college gap is noted without comment. In contrast, the few areas 
where girls are behind boys are highlighted as examples of inequitable “disparities” and described as 
“underrepresentation.” 

The report’s treatment of the gender gap in the elite Advanced Placement (AP) program is typical of the 
entire study. In 1985, boys and girls took AP courses at nearly the same rate. Around 1990, the girls moved 
ahead of boys and never looked back. By 2012, AP enrollment was 56 percent female. How do you turn 
that into bad news for girls? The authors of Gender Equity in Education found a way. They mention without 
elaboration that “girls outnumber boys in enrollment in AP science, AP foreign languages, and several other 
AP subjects’—and then they get down to business. Bullet point: “In AP mathematics, however, boys have 
consistently outnumbered girls by up to 10,000.” A longitudinal graph emphasizes the point. But there are 
no bullet points or graphs showing that girls have consistently outnumbered boys by up to 32,000 in 
biology, 56,000 in history, and 206,000 in English. 83 Why don’t the lower male numbers count as disparity 


and underrepresentation? Because they do not fit the shortchanged-girl narrative promoted by the women’s 
lobby. Unfortunately for boys, that narrative has been adopted by the federal government and other 
influential quarters of the American education establishment. 


A Smoking Gun on How Our Schools Fail Boys 


What, finally, explains boys’ plight in education? Why should they be so far behind girls in honors courses 
and college attendance? Boys score slightly better than girls on national math and science tests—yet their 
grades in those subjects are lower. They perform worse than girls on literacy tests—but their classroom 
grades are even lower than these test scores predict. How does that happen? Don’t expect answers from the 
Department of Education. 

In February 2013, three economists from the University of Georgia (UGA) and Columbia University 
may have inadvertently solved the mystery behind the boy gap. In “Non-cognitive Skills and the Gender 
Disparities in Test Scores and Teacher Assessments: Evidence from Primary School” (published in the 
Journal of Human Resources), they confirmed that boys across racial lines and in all major subject areas earn 
lower grades in elementary school than their test scores predict.84 But then these economists did something 
no education official had thought to do: they looked for an explanation. And they appear to have found it. 
Teachers as early as kindergarten factor good behavior into grades—and girls, as a rule, comport themselves 
far better and are more amenable to classroom routines than boys. As the authors say, “We trace the 
misalignment of grades and test scores to differences between boys and girls in their non-cognitive 
development.” Non-cognitive skills include self-control, attentiveness, organization, and the ability to sit still 
for long periods of time. As most parents know, girls tend to develop these skills earlier and more naturally 
than boys do. It is not unheard of for some males never to develop them at all. 

The economists looked at data from 5,800 children in kindergarten through fifth grade. They examined 
students’ performance on standardized tests in reading, math, and science. They then compared the test 
scores to the teachers’ evaluations of student progress, both academically and socially. At all stages studied, 
teachers’ assessments strongly favored the girls. Girls reap large academic benefits from good behavior and 
accommodation to the school environment. So do some boys, by the way. The researchers found that boys 
who possess social skills more commonly found in girls—those who are well-organized, well-behaved, and 
can sit still—are graded as well or better than girls. But such boys are rare. According to the authors “the 
seeds of a gender gap in educational attainment may be sown at an early age.” 


Figure 9: Male-Female Gender Gaps on Kindergarten Test Scores and Grades 
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Source: “Non-cognitive Skills and the Gender Disparities in Test Scores and Teacher Assessments: Evidence from Primary 
School,” Tables 4A, B and C (for Whites). All gender gaps are significant at the 5% level or higher. 


Graph by Mark Perry (University of Michigan and American Enterprise Institute). Data from Department of Education, ECLS-K 
(Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—Kindergarten, 1998-1999 cohort). 


Some will say: too bad for the boys. If young boys are inattentive, obstreperous, and upsetting to their 
teachers, that’s their problem. After all, the ability to regulate one’s impulses, delay gratification, sit still, and 
pay close attention to the teacher are building blocks of success in school and later life. As one critic told me, 
the classroom is no more rigged against boys than workplaces are rigged against lazy and unfocused workers. 

But unfocused workers are adults. We are talking here about children as young as five and six. If little 
boys are restive and unfocused, why not look for ways to help them improve? When we realized that girls, as 
a group, were languishing behind boys in math and science, we mounted a concerted national effort to give 
female students more support and encouragement, an effort that has met with significant success. Surely we 
should try to provide similar help to boys. Much is at stake. 

Grades, more than ever before, are crucially important to a child’s future. According to the lead author, 
UGAs Christopher Cornwell, “The trajectory at which kids move through school is often influenced by a 
teacher’s assessment of their performance, their grades.”85 Grades determine a student’s entry into 
enrichment programs and AP classes, as well as whether or not a student receives honors. Most of all, they 
open and close doors to higher education. So, says Cornwell, “If grade disparities emerge this early on, it’s 
not surprising that by the time these children are ready to go to college, girls will be better positioned.” 

Boys, on average, lack the social maturity of girls—and for that, many are paying a high price that 
continues after they have become more purposive young adults. What is the answer? More boy-friendly 
curricula? More male teachers? More single-sex classrooms? Special preschool classes to improve boys’ social 
skills? Extra recess where boys are allowed to engage in their characteristic rough-and-tumble play? More 
boy-engaging schools like Aviation High? As we will see in chapters to come, these are all promising 
solutions—and all are strenuously opposed by the women’s lobby. 

Teachers know their male students are struggling, and most would welcome new ideas on how to help 
them. But they get little help or support from official circles. The 2012 Gender Equity in Education repott is 
striking proof that boys are nowhere on the agenda. 

The sad truth is that the educational deficits of boys may be one of the least-studied phenomena in 
American education. If Professor Cornwell and his colleagues are right, our educational system may be 
punishing boys for the circumstance of being boys. And it is a punishment that can last a lifetime. 


2 
No Country for Young Men 


Dex make adults nervous. As a group, they are noisy, rowdy, and hard to manage. Many are messy, 


disorganized, and wont sit still. Boys tend to like action, risk, and competition. When researchers asked a 
sample of boys why they did not spend a lot of time talking about their problems, most of them said it was 
“weird” and a waste of time.| 

When my son David was a high school senior in 2003, his graduating class went on a camping trip in the 
desert. A creative writing educator visited the camp and led the group through an exercise designed to 
develop their sensitivity and imaginations. Each student was given a pen, a notebook, a candle, and matches. 
They were told to walk a short distance into the desert, sit down alone, and “discover themselves.” The girls 
followed instructions. The boys, baffled by the assignment, gathered together, threw the notebooks into a 
pile, lit them with the matches, and made a little bonfire. 

The creative writing teacher was horrified at the thought that she was teaching a pack of insipient 
arsonists—or Lord of the Flies sociopaths. In fact, they were just boys. But, increasingly, in our schools and in 
our homes, everyday boyishness is seen as aberrational, toxic—a pathology in need of a cure. 

Boys today bear the burden of several powerful cultural trends: a therapeutic approach to education that 
valorizes feelings and denigrates competition and risk, zero-tolerance policies that punish normal antics of 
young males, and a gender equity movement that views masculinity as predatory. Natural male exuberance 
is no longer tolerated. 


The Risk-Free Schoolyard 


Many games much loved by boys have vanished from school playgrounds. At some elementary schools, tug- 
of-war is being replaced with “tug-of-peace.” 2 Tag is under a cloud—schools across the country have either 
banned it or found ways to repress it. When asked by a reporter why the game of tag was discouraged in the 
Los Angeles Unified School District 4, the superintendent, Richard Alonzo, explained, “Why would we want 
to encourage a game that may lead to more injuries and confrontation among students?”3 But safety is just 
one concern. Protecting children’s self-esteem is another. 

In May 2002, the principal of Franklin Elementary School in Santa Monica, California, sent a newsletter 
to parents informing them that children could no longer play tag during the lunch recess. As she explained, 
“The running part of this activity is healthy and encouraged; however, in this game there is a ‘victim’ or ‘it,’ 
which creates a self-esteem issue.”4 School districts in Texas, Maryland, New York, and Virginia “have 
banned, limited, or discouraged” dodgeball.5 “Any time you throw an object at somebody,” said an 
elementary school coach in Cambridge, Massachusetts, “it creates an environment of retaliation and 
resentment.”6 Coaches who permit children to play dodgeball “should be fired immediately,” according to 
the physical education chairman at Central High School in Naperville, Illinois.7 

The movement against competitive games gained momentum after the publication of an article by Neil 
Williams, chair of the department of health and physical education at Eastern Connecticut State University, 
in a journal sponsored by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education, which represents 


fifteen thousand gym teachers and physical education professors. In the article, Williams consigned games 
such as Red Rover, relay races, and musical chairs to “the Hall of Shame.” 8 Why? Because the games are 
based on removing the weakest links. Presumably, this undercuts children’s emotional development and 
erodes their self-esteem. The new therapeutic sensibility rejects almost all forms of competition in favor of a 
gentle and nurturing climate of cooperation. It is also a surefire way to bore and alienate boys. 

From the earliest age, boys show a distinct preference for active outdoor play, with a strong predilection 
for games with body contact, conflict, and clearly defined winners and losers.9 Girls, too, enjoy raucous 
outdoor play, but they engage in it less.19 Deborah Tannen, professor of linguistics at Georgetown 
University and author of You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation , sums up the research 
on male/female play differences: 


Boys tend to play outside, in large groups that are hierarchically structured. . . . Girls, on the other 
hand, play in small groups or in pairs: the center of a girl’s social life is a best friend. Within the group 
intimacy is the key.11 


Anthony Pellegrini, a professor of early childhood education at the University of Minnesota, defines 
rough-and-tumble play (R&T) as a behavior that includes “laughing, running, smiling, jumping, open-hand 
beating, wrestling, play fighting, chasing and fleeing.” 12 This kind of play is often mistakenly regarded as 
ageression, but according to Pellegrini, R&T is the very opposite. In cases of schoolyard aggression, the 
participants are unhappy, they part as enemies, and there are often tears and injuries. Rough-and-tumble play 
brings boys together, makes them happy, and is a critical part of their socialization. 

“Children who engaged in R&T, typically boys, also tended to be liked and to be good social problem 
solvers,”13 says Pellegrini. Aggressive children, on the other hand, tend not to be liked by their peers and are 
not good at solving problems. He urges parents and teachers to be aware of the differences between R&T 
and aggression. The former is educationally and developmentally important and should be permitted and 
encouraged; the latter is destructive and should not be allowed. Increasingly, however, those in charge of 
little boys, including parents, teachers, and school officials, are blurring the distinction and interpreting R&¢T 
as aggression. This confusion threatens boys’ welfare and normal development. !4 

Today, many educators regard the normal play of little boys with disapproval, and some ban it outright. 
Preschool boys, much to the consternation of teachers, are drawn to a style of rough-and-tumble play that 
involves action narratives. Typically, there are superheroes, “bad guys,” rescues, and shoot-ups. As the boys 
play, the plots become more elaborate and the boys more transfixed. When researchers ask boys why they do 
it, “Because it’s fun” is the standard reply. 15 According to at least one study, such play rarely escalates into 
real aggression—only about 1 percent of the time.16 But when two researchers, Mary Ellin Logue and 
Hattie Harvey, studied the classroom practices of 98 teachers of four-year-olds, they found that this style of 
play was the least tolerated. Nearly half (48 percent) of teachers stopped or redirected boys’ dramatic play 
daily or several times a week, whereas less than a third (29 percent) reported stopping or redirecting girls’ 
dramatic play weekly.17 Here are some sample quotes from teachers reported by the two authors: 


e “My idea of dramatic play is experience created by an adult with a specific purpose in mind. In our 
learning environment, we perceive dramatic play as a homemaker in the kitchen [or a] postal worker 
sorting mail. Rough-and-tumble play is not an acceptable social interaction at our school.” 

e “We ban superhero toys at school.” 

° “Rough play is too dangerous. . . . playing house, going fishing, doctors, office work and grocery store 
keeps dramatic play positive.” 


¢ “Rough-and-tumble play typically leads to someone getting hurt, so I redirect. When a child talks about 
jail, using karate, etc. I'll ask questions and redirect.”18 


Such attitudes may help explain why boys are 4.5 times more likely to be expelled from preschool than 
girls.19 Fortunately, there were champions of R&T among the teachers in the study. As one said, 


Rough-and-tumble play is inevitable, particularly with boys. It seems to satisfy innate physical and 
cultural drives. As long as all participants are enjoying the play and are safe, I don’t intervene. Play is 
the basis of learning in all domains.20 


Play is, indeed, the basis of learning. And the boy’s superhero play is no exception. Researchers have 
found that by allowing “bad guy” play, the children’s conversation and imaginative writing skills 
improved.21 Such play also builds their moral imagination. It is through such play, say the authors, “that 
children learn about justice . . . and their personal limits and the impact of their behavior on others.” Logue 
and Harvey ask an important question, “If boys, due to their choices of dramatic play themes, are 
discouraged from dramatic play, how will this affect their early language and literacy development and their 
engagement in school?”22 

Carol Kennedy, a longtime teacher and now principal of a school in Missouri, told the Washington Post, 
“We do take away a lot of the opportunity to do things boys like to do. That is to be rowdy, run and jump 
and roll around. We don’ allow that.” 23 One Boston teacher, Barbara Wilder-Smith, spent a year observing 
elementary school classrooms. She reports that an increasing number of mothers and teachers “believe that 
the key to producing a nonviolent adult is to remove all conflict—toy weapons, wrestling, shoving and 
imaginary explosions and crashes—from a boy’s life.” 24 She sees a chasm between the “culture of women 
and the culture of boys.”25 That chasm is growing, and it is harmful to boys. 


The Decline of Recess 


Recess itself is now under siege and may soon be a thing of the past. According to a summary of research by 
Science Daily, “Since the 1970s, children have lost about 12 hours per week in free time, including a 25 
percent decrease in play and a 50 percent decrease in unstructured outdoor activities, according to another 
study.”26 In 1998, Atlanta eliminated recess in all its public elementary schools. In Philadelphia, school 
officials have replaced traditional recess with “socialized recesses,” in which the children are assigned 
structured activities and carefully monitored.27 “Recess,” reported the New York Times, “has become so 
anachronistic in Atlanta that the Cleveland Avenue Grammar School, a handsome brick building, was built 
two years ago without a playground.”28 

The move to eliminate recess has aroused some opposition, but almost no one has noticed its impact on 
boys. It is surely not a deliberate effort to thwart the desires of schoolboys. Just the same, it betrays a 
shocking indifference to their natural proclivities, play preferences, and elemental needs. Girls benefit from 
recess—but boys require it.29 Ignoring differences between boys and girls can be just as damaging as creating 
differences where none exist. Were schools to adopt policies harmful to girls, there would be a storm of 
justified protests from well-organized women advocates. Boys have no such protectors. 

Boys playing tag, tug-of-war, dodgeball, or kickball together in the schoolyard are not only having a great 
deal of fun, they are forging friendships with other males in ways that are critical to their healthy 
socialization. Similarly, little girls who spend hours exchanging confidences with other girls or playing 
theatrical games are happily and actively honing their social skills. What these children are doing is 


developmentally sound. What justifiable reason can there be to interfere? 

Of course, if it could be shown that sex segregation on the playground or rambunctious competitive 
games were having harmful social consequences, efforts to curb them would be justified. But that has never 
been shown. Nor is there reason to believe it will ever be shown. In the absence of any evidence that rough- 
and-tumble play is socially harmful, initiatives to suppress it are unwarranted and a presumptuous attack on 
boys’ natures. 

Such bans are also compromising their health. Obesity has become a serious problem for both boys and 
girls, but rather more so for boys. According to a study prepared for the US Department of Health and 
Human Services, “The obesity prevalence for male children quadrupled from 5.5% in 1976-1980 to 21.6% 
in 2007-2008. For female children, the obesity prevalence tripled from 5.8% in 1976-1980 to 17.7% in 
2007—2008.”30 Diet is a big part of the problem, but lack of exercise is as well. Strenuous rough-and-tumble 
play is part of the solution. And it is something most boys will happily do on their own—f their elders were 
not so busy discouraging it. 
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Zero Tolerance for Boys 


On February 2, 2010, nine-year-old Patrick Timoney was marched to the principal’s office and threatened 
with suspension when he was caught in the cafeteria with a weapon. More precisely, he was found playing 
with a tiny LEGO soldier armed with a two-inch rifle. It was his favorite toy and he had brought it to school 
to show his friends. As he sat in the office, frightened and in tears, the principal, Evelyn Matroianni, called 
security administrators in the New York Department of Education for guidance. She confiscated the toy and 
summoned his parents to school for a conference. Patrick avoided suspension by signing an official statement 
and promising never again to bring a weapon to school. A spokesman for the Department of Education 
explained to reporters that the principal was just following the “no tolerance policy” that proscribes weapons 


at school.31 

Zero-tolerance policies became popular in the 1990s as youth crime seemed to be surging and schools 
were coping with a rash of shootings. These policies mandate severe punishments—often suspension or 
expulsion—for any student who brings weapons or drugs to school, or who threatens others. Sanctions apply 
to all violations—regardless of the student’s motives, the seriousness of the offense, or extenuating 
circumstances. School officials embraced zero tolerance because it seemed like the best way to make schools 
safe, plus it had the advantage of consistency. Inform students of the rules and subject everyone to the same 
punishments regardless of particular circumstances. Yes, the occasional student will be punished too harshly, 
but why not err on the side of caution? 

But in many schools the policy has been taken to absurd extremes. More often than not, it is boys who 
are suffering. Here are a few recent examples of zero tolerance at work. 


¢ 2011: Ten-year-old Nicholas Taylor, a fifth grader at the David Youree Elementary School in Smyrna, 
Tennessee, was sentenced to sit alone at lunch for six days. His crime? Waving around a slice of pizza 
that had been chewed to resemble a gun. 

¢ 2010: David Morales, an eight-year-old in Providence, Rhode Island, ran afoul of zero tolerance when, 
for a special class project, he brought in a camouflage hat with little plastic army men glued on the flap. 

¢ 2009: Zachary Christie, six, of Newark, Delaware, excited to be a new Cub Scout, packed his camping 
utensil in his lunch box. The gadget, which can be used as a knife, fork, or spoon, prompted school 
officials to charge him with possession of a weapon. Zachary faced forty-five days in the district’s reform 
school but was later granted a reprieve by the school board and suspended for five days.32 


It is tempting to dismiss these cases as aberrational. They are not. Punishing minor cases is not an 
unfortunate lapse: it is the heart of the policy. In defense of the schools, Jennifer Jankowski, a special 
education director at the school where Cub Scout Zachary Christie was suspended, explained to a reporter 
that “if Zachary or another student had been hurt by the knife, the district would have taken the blame... . 
There's more to the school’s side than just us being mean and not taking this child’s interests into 
account.”33 She is right of course, but it is still hard to see why common sense cannot be factored into the 
mix. School officials should be permitted to consider the student’s motives, past behavior, and seriousness of 
the offense. But, of course, such discretion violates the take-no-prisoners logic behind zero tolerance. 

Under the zero-tolerance regime, suspension rates have increased dramatically. In 1974, 1.7 million 
children in grades K-12 were suspended from the nation’s schools. By 2007, when the K-12 population had 
increased by 5 percent, the number of suspensions had nearly doubled to 3.3 million—nearly 70 percent of 
them boys.34 In 2007, according to the National Center for Education Statistics, 32 percent of boys in 
grades 9 through 12 had been suspended compared with 17 percent of girls.35 

School suspensions, more than other punishments like detention, alternative classrooms, or community 
service, appear to accelerate a student’s disengagement from school. Not only do students fall further behind 
in their studies, many of them enjoy what is often an unsupervised vacation from school. Also, if students 
perceive a punishment to be excessive, capricious, and unjust, this weakens the bond between them and the 
adults who are supposed to be their mentors. According to psychologists James Comer and Alvin Poussaint, 
suspensions can make it “more difficult for you to work with the child in school—he or she no longer trusts 
you. 36 

There is not a lot of research documenting a direct correlation between suspension and school failure, but 
one recent study by two economists, Marianne Bertrand (University of Chicago) and Jessica Pan (National 
University of Singapore) should give anyone pause. After controlling for reading and math scores, race, 


gender, and birth year, Bertrand and Pan quantified the damage: “We observe a negative relationship 
between school suspension and future educational outcomes.”37 For example, a single suspension lowers a 
student’s chances of graduating from high school by 17 percent and the likelihood of attending college by 16 
percent.38 With so many boys at risk of academic failure, it would seem that suspensions should be reserved 
for the most egregious cases. 

Zero tolerance was originally conceived as a means of ridding schools of violent predators and drug users. 
Who could object to that? But careful reviews of the policy show that most students are suspended for minor 
acts of insubordination and defiance.39 No one is suggesting that such misconduct go unpunished. But there 
are many other ways to correct bad behavior besides suspension—ways shown to be much more effective.40 
Preventive programs appear to work best. In 2009, 2,740 at-risk Chicago boys in grades seven through ten 
took part in a life skills/ethics program called Becoming a Man: Sports Edition. Most of them had low grade 
point averages, had missed many weeks of school, and more than one third had been arrested. A carefully 
designed two-year University of Chicago study found that by the end of the program, their grades and 
school engagement had improved, prospects for graduation brightened (by as much as 10 percent to 23 
percent). Compared to a control group, arrests diminished by 44 percent.4! 

In 2008, a task force for the American Psychological Association (APA) published a thorough review of 
literature on the efficacy of zero-tolerance policies. “Despite a 20-year history of implementation,” the 
report concluded, “there are surprisingly few data that could directly test the assumptions of a zero-tolerance 
approach to school discipline, and the data that are available tend to contradict those assumptions.”42 Put 
another way, they found no evidence that it worked. But the evidence that it harmed boys was unequivocal. 
Not only are young boys being shamed and treated as deviants for bringing the wrong toys to school, but 
suspension may be correlated with school disengagement, poor achievement, and dropping out.43 

The APA authors also noted that fears of school violence have been greatly exaggerated. While all 
violence is unacceptable, “the evidence does not support an assumption that violence in our schools is out of 
control or increasing.”44 But might it be that zero-tolerance policies had themselves suppressed school 
violence? The APA found no evidence for that. After controlling for socioeconomic factors, the task force 
found that schools with zero-tolerance policies had more behavior problems than those using other methods. 
School climate was worse, not better, under zero tolerance. Furthermore, far from making punishment 
more predictable and fair, the policy was applied unevenly—with African American boys most severely 
affected. The authors also found a negative correlation between the use of suspensions and academic 
achievement.45 These uniformly negative findings raised a question: what had prompted schools to adopt 
such a draconian policy in the first place? 


The Superpredators 


To understand the evolution of zero tolerance, and the increasingly harsh treatment of even minor 
behavioral infractions among young boys, we need to recall the widespread fear of youth violence that 
prevailed in the mid-1990s. On January 15, 1996, Time magazine ran a cover story about a “teenage time 
bomb.” Said Time, “They are just four, five, and six years old right now, but already they are making 
criminologists nervous.”46 The “they” were little boys who would soon grow into cold-blooded killers 
capable of “remorseless brutality.” The story was based on alarming findings by several eminent 

criminologists, including James Q. Wilson (then at UCLA). Wilson had extrapolated from a famous 1972 
study of the juvenile delinquency rate among young people born in Philadelphia in 1945 and estimated that 
within five years—by 2010—the nation would be plagued by “30,000 more muggers, killers and thieves.” 47 
John J. Dilulio Jr., then a professor in Princeton’s Department of Politics, invoked Wilson's findings and 


coined a chilling cognomen for the rising violent horde: superpredators.48 Dilulio believed that deteriorating 
social conditions were making matters much worse: Refining Wilson’s definitions and extrapolations, he 
forecasted that “by the year 2010, there will be approximately 270,000 more juvenile superpredators on the 
streets than there were in 1990.”49 In a 1996 book, Dilulio and two coauthors, William J. Bennett and John 
P. Walters, proclaimed: “America is now home to thickening ranks of juvenile ‘superpredators—radically 

impulsive, brutally remorseless youngsters, including ever more preteenage boys . . . the youngest, biggest, 
and baddest generation any society has ever known.”50 

The fear of rising youth violence translated easily into fear of rising school violence, with support from 
additional research. Dewey Cornell, a forensic psychologist and professor of education at the University of 
Virginia, reports in his 2006 book, School Violence: Fears Versus Facts, “The perception that schools were 
dangerous seemed to be confirmed by a widely publicized report on school problems.”5! According to the 
report, when teachers in 1940 had been asked about “top problems in school,” they had listed chewing gum, 
running in halls, and not putting paper in the wastebasket. Asked the same question in the 1990s, teachers 
listed rape, robbery, and assault. The story of the contrasting lists and the contemporary school jungle 
culture entered the media echo chamber and was repeated thousands of times. 

Then, in the late 1990s, the fears were horribly realized. In 1997, teenage boys murdered schoolmates in 
Bethel, Alaska; West Paducah, Kentucky; Pearl, Mississippi; and Stamps, Arkansas. The bloody crescendo 
came in 1999, in the Columbine High School massacre in Littleton, Colorado. Seniors Eric Harris and 
Dylan Klebold murdered twelve classmates and a teacher before turning their guns on themselves. They had 
planned the assault for more than a year, hoping to kill at least five hundred schoolmates and teachers with 
bombs they had placed around the school (which failed to detonate). 

Suspicion of the masculine gender quickly went generic, extending to all boys. “The carnage committed 
by two boys in Littleton, Colorado,” said the Congressional Quarterly Researcher, “has forced the nation to 
reexamine the nature of boyhood in America.”52 Michael Kimmel, professor of sociology at Stony Brook 
University, explained that the Littleton shooters were “not deviants at all,” but “over-conformists . . . to 
traditional notions of masculinity.”53 

The public was ready for tough defensive measures, and zero-tolerance policies fit the bill. But there was a 
problem with the picture of escalating school violence and the approaching superpredators: it was not true. 
At the very moment that Dilulio, Wilson, and other crime experts were predicting a superpredator surge, 
youth crime was beginning to plummet to historic lows. Criminologists are still at a loss to explain it. 
Between 1994 and 2009, the juvenile crime rate fell by 50 percent. A 2009 bulletin of the US Department 
of Justice noted that, “Contrary to the popular perception that juvenile crime is on the rise, the data 
reported in this bulletin tell a different story.”54 Here are a few highlights of the DOJ report: 


¢ Compared with the prior twenty years, the juvenile murder arrest rate between 2000 and 2009 has been 
historically low and relatively stable. 

¢ The 2009 rape arrest rate was at its lowest level in three decades. 

¢ The 2009 juvenile arrest rate for aggravated assault was at its lowest since the mid-1980s.55 


Could it be that youth violence diminished because fear of the superpredators led to harsher policies and 
more arrests? The best evidence we have says no. Rates of juvenile crimes in states with high arrests were not 
significantly different from those with low arrests.56 What about school violence? The American 
Psychological Association task force study found no evidence that zero-tolerance policies had made schools 
more peaceable. More generally, rates of violent crime in school were low before zero tolerance and are even 
lower today57 (see Figure 11). 


Figure 11: Percentage of Students ages 12-18 Who Reported Serious Violent Victimization at 
School During the Previous Six Months 
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Source: Indicators of School Crime and Safety, US Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2009. 


The Bureau of Justice Statistics reports that in 2010, “One percent [of students] reported violent 
victimization, and less than half of a percent reported a serious violent victimization.”58 School shootings are 
ghastly, mortifying events and extremely rare. Dewey Cornell, in his study of school violence cited earlier, 
considered the number of school murders between 1994 and 2004 and did the math: “The average school 
can expect a student-perpetrated homicide about once every 13,870 years.”59 Rates of serious school 
violence were even lower between 2004 and 2010.60 

Following the December 2012 slaughter of twenty first graders and six adults at Sandy Hook Elementary 
in Newtown, Connecticut, a Gallup poll found that 60 percent of women and 43 percent of men thought it 
“very likely” or “somewhat likely” that a similar shooting could happen in their own community. 6! The 
reactions were no doubt shaped by the particularly demented and horrifying nature of shooter Adam Lanza’s 
deed, the national soul searching that ensued, and the fear of copy-cat incidents. It does no disrespect to the 
victims to note that homicidal school violence was a rare aberration in the 1990s when criminologists 
predicted the arrival of a horde of superpredators—and it is even rarer today. 


Retreat and Reinforcements 


The superpredator hypothesis was aggressively disputed by academics and child advocates almost as soon as it 
appeared in print. University of California, Berkeley, law professor and crime expert Franklin Zimring 
summed up the opposition in 1998: “His [Dilulio’s] prediction wasn’t just wrong, it was exactly the 
opposite. His theories of the superpredators were utter madness.”62 

To their credit, both Wilson and Dilulio quickly recanted. As early as 1999, Wilson conceded that he 
was wrong about a juvenile crime wave—‘So far, it clearly hasn't happened. That is a good indication of 
what little all of us know about criminology.” 63 Dilulio apologized for the mistakes and their “unintended 
consequences” and became a committed advocate of preventive measures rather than harsh punishment.64 

And what about those widely reported surveys contrasting gum-chewing problems in 1940 with today’s 
hyperviolent schools? It turned out to be an urban legend. When Yale professor Barry O’Neill tried to find a 


reliable source, he found that not a single one existed. It had been concocted by a Texas businessman, T. 
Cullen Davis, in the 1980s. What was his source? As he told O’ Neill, “I read the newspaper.”65 

But the damage was done. The public would remain anxious about the specter of youth violence. 
Although Wilson and Dilulio renounced their theory about young male superpredators, a large group of 
activist gender scholars immediately took their place. Their theories were even more extravagant and far less 
empirically grounded. But the outraged criminologists, law professors, and child welfare activists who stood 
up to the superpredator myth left the new mythmakers alone. 


Reimagining Boys 


On July 28, 2005, the University of California, San Francisco (UCSF), hosted Take Our Daughters and 
Sons to Work Day. Parents were surprised to discover that the Center for Gender Equity, the UCSF group 
in charge of organizing the day, had planned distinctly different days for boys and girls. Girls were scheduled 
to participate in exciting hands-on activities: playing surgeon, wielding a microscope, and firing lasers. Boys 
would be spending most of the day learning about “violence prevention and how to be allies to the girls and 
women in their lives.” When a reporter from the San Francisco Chronicle questioned the logic behind this 
plan, the director, Amy Levine, explained, “It’s about dealing with effects of sexism on both boys and girls 
and how it can damage them.”66 

As Levine sees it, boys are potential predators in need of remedial socialization. Her view is the norm 
among gender activists. Consider how the Ms. Foundation explained its mission in a 2007 report, Youth, 
Gender and Violence: Building a Movement for Gender Justice: “At the center of this work must be a 
reimagining of what it means to be masculine, since violence appears to be built into the very core of what it 
is to be a man in US society.”67 

From its beginnings in the 1990s, the gender equity movement has been leery of boys and has looked for 
ways to reimagine their masculinity. By 1996, the Ms. Foundation, the creator of Take Our Daughters to 
Work Day, found itself on the defensive. Parents and employers were insisting that boys be included. To 
preserve the feminist purity of the girls-only holiday, Ms. went to work designing a special day for boys. The 
first Son’s Day was planned for Sunday, October 20, 1996. October was especially desirable because, as the 
Ms. planners pointed out, “October is Domestic Violence Awareness Month, so there will be lots of 
activities scheduled.”68 Here are some of the ways Son’s Day was to be celebrated: 


¢ Take your son—or “son for a day’—to an event that focuses on . . . ending men’s violence against 
women. Call the Family Violence Prevention Fund at 800 END-ABUSE for information. 

¢ Plan a game or sport in which the contest specifically does not keep score or declare a winner. Invite the 
community to watch and celebrate boys playing on teams for the sheer joy of playing. 

¢ Since Son’s Day is on SUNDAY, make sure your son is involved in preparing the family for the work 
and school week ahead. This means: helping lay out clothes for siblings and making lunches.©9 


And for boys not exhausted by all the fun and excitement of the day’s activities, the Ms. planners had a 
suggestion for the evening: 


¢ Take your son grocery shopping, then help him plan and prepare the family’s evening meal on Son’s 
Day.70 


Ms. made the mistake of sending their planning documents to a large number of child advocates. A few 
of them protested this little “holiday in Hell for Junior,” and Son’s Day was canceled. But Ms.’s attempt to 


inaugurate a boys’ holiday is illuminating. It shows how female advocates think when they imagine what 
would be good for boys. And Ms. was hardly alone. 

Sue Sattel, a “gender equity specialist” with the Minnesota Department of Education and coauthor of an 
antiharassment guide for children aged five to seven, said, “Serial killers say they started harassing at age 
ten. ... They got away with it and went on from there.” 7! Nan Stein, a senior research scientist at the 
Wellesley Centers for Women and a major figure in the movement to get antiharassment programs into the 
nation’s elementary schools, has referred to little boys who chase girls in the playground and flip their skirts 
as “perpetrators” committing acts of “gendered terrorism.” 72 Classroom curricula produced by the gender 
equity activists reflect their worldview. 

Consider Quit It! This is a still-popular 1998 K—3 antiharassment and antiviolence teacher’s guide and 
curriculum, produced by the Wellesley Center, the National Education Association, and other like-minded 
groups. (Ihe guide was first published when the initial Harry Potter novels were gaining a passionate 
following among young people—its title seemed to be a critical pun on the novels’ hyper-raucous, hyper- 
demanding, hyper-popular game of Quidditch.) The authors explain why boys as young as five need special 
training: “We view teasing and bullying as the precursors to adolescent sexual harassment, and believe that 
the roots of this behavior are to be found in early childhood socialization practices.”73 

Quit It! includes many activities designed to render little boys less volatile, less competitive, and less 
ageressive. It is not that “boys are bad,” the authors assure us, “but rather that we must all do a much better 
job of addressing aggressive behavior of young boys to counteract the prevailing messages they receive from 
the media and society in general.”74 

The curriculum promises to develop children’s cooperative skills through “wonderful noncompetitive 
activities.”75 The traditional game of tag, for example, includes elements that the authors consider socially 
undesirable. Quit Jt! shows teachers how to counteract the subtle influences of tag that encourage 
ageressiveness: “Before going outside to play, talk about how students feel when playing a game of tag. Do 
they like to be chased? Do they like to do the chasing? How does it feel to be tagged out? Get their ideas 
about other ways the game might be played.” After students share their fears and apprehensions about tag, 
the teacher is advised to announce that there is a new, nonthreatening version of the game called Circle of 
Friends—where nobody is ever “out.” 

In reading Quit It!, you have to remind yourself that its suggestions are intended not for disturbed 
children but for normal five- to seven-year-olds in our nation’s schools. These are mainstream materials. 
Quit It! was funded by the US Department of Education. According to the National Education Association’ s 
website, it is a “bestseller” among teachers. What motivates the girl partisans to sow their bitter seeds? The 
views of a prominent equity specialist shed some light on this question. 


The Heart and Mind of a Gender Equity Activist 


Katherine Hanson was the principal investigator for five National Science Foundation grants on gender 
equity. She was also director of the Women’s Educational Equity Act (WEEA) Resource Center from 1988 
to 2000. For twenty-five years, the WEEA Center served as a national clearinghouse for and publisher of 
“gender-fair materials.” It was also the primary vehicle by which the US Department of Education 
promoted gender equity. As director, Hanson worked with schools and community organizations to “infuse 
equity” into all education policies, practices, and materials.76 

In February 1998, an exultant Hanson announced that the WEEA Center had been awarded a new five- 
year contract with the Department of Education that offered “exciting new opportunities to become a more 
comprehensive national resource center for gender equity.” 77 These included “developing a national report 


on the status of education for women and girls . . . an exciting opportunity for the education field, the 
Department, Congress and the nation to explore the successes, challenges, and complexity of gender 
equitable education.”78 

Who is Katherine Hanson, and what are her credentials for educating Congress and the nation on gender 
equity? Judging from her writings, she shares the view of Nan Stein, Sue Sattel, and the Ms. Foundation’s 
would-be creators of “Son’s Day”: early intervention in the male “socialization process” is critical if we are to 
stem the tide of male violence.79 Underscoring the need for radical changes in how we raise young males, 
Hanson offers some horrifying statistics on male violence in the United States. To wit: 


¢ Every year nearly four million women are beaten to death by men.80 

* Violence is the leading cause of death among women.81 

¢ The leading cause of injury among women is being beaten by a man at home.82 
¢ There was a 59 percent increase in rapes between 1990 and 1991.83 


This “culture of violence,” says Hanson, “stem|[s] from cultural norms that socialize males to be 
ageressive, powerful, unemotional, and controlling.”84 She urges us to “honestly and lovingly” reexamine 
what it means to be a male or a female in our society. “And just as honestly and lovingly, we must help our 
young people develop new and more healthful models.”85 One old and unhealthful model of maleness that 
needs to be “reexamined” is found in Little League baseball. Writes Hanson, “One of the most overlooked 
arenas of violence training within schools may be the environment that surrounds athletics and sports. 
Beginning with Little League games where parents and friends sit on the sidelines and encourage aggressive, 
violent behavior.”86 

History is one long lesson in the dangers of combining moral fervor with misinformation. So the first 
question we should ask is: Does Hanson have her facts right? Her organization, under the auspices of the 
Department of Education, sent out more than 350 publications on gender equity and distributed materials 
to more than 200 education conferences for more almost thirty years. In my book Who Stole Feminism?, | 
write at length about the tide of feminist “Ms/information.” Katherine Hanson’s “facts” are the most 
distorted I have yet come across. 

If Hanson were right, the United States would be the site of an atrocity unparalleled in the twentieth 
century. Four million women beaten to death by men! Every year! In fact, the total number of annual female 
deaths from all causes is approximately one million.87 Only a minuscule fraction are caused by violence, and 
an even tinier fraction are caused by battery. According to the FBI, the total number of women who died by 
murder in 1996 was 3,631.88 In contrast, Director Hanson calculates that 11,000 American women are 
beaten to death every day. 

I spoke to Hanson in June 1999 to ask about her sources. Where did she get the statistic about four 
million American women being fatally beaten each year? Or the information that violence is the leading 
cause of death for women? She explained that “those were pulled from the research.” What research? “They 
are from the Justice Department.” I inquired about her academic background. She told me she had been 
“trained as a journalist” and had done many things in the past, including “studies in theology.”89 

For the record, the leading cause of death among women is heart disease (c. 370,000 deaths per year), 
followed by cancer (c. 250,000). Female deaths from homicide (c. 3,600) are far down the list, after suicide 
(c. 6,000).90 

Male violence is also far down the list of causes of injury to women. Two studies of emergency room 
admissions, one by the US Bureau of Justice Statistics and one by the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, suggest that fewer than 1 percent of women’s injuries are caused by male partners. 9! Hanson's 


other factoids are no less fanciful: between 1990 and 1991, rapes increased by 4 percent, not 59 percent, and 
the number has gone down steadily since.92 

Hanson is convinced that “our educational system is a primary carrier of the dominant culture's 
assumptions,”93 and that that “dominant culture’—Western, patriarchal, sexist, and violent—is sick. Since 
the best cure is prevention, reeducating boys is a moral imperative. She gratefully quotes the words of male 
feminist Haki Madhubuti: “The liberation of the male psyche from preoccupation with domination, power 
hunger, control, and absolute rightness requires . . . a willingness for painful, uncomfortable and often 
shocking change.”94 

It would be comforting, but wrong, to assume that such male-averse rhetoric is a relic of the 1990s and 
no longer with us. The WEEA Center closed in 2003 and, according to Hanson's biography, she is 
“currently a writer and artist in New York.” 95 But the Ms. Foundation is still going strong and has not 
softened its tone. If anything, it has become more extreme. Here, for example, is a typical pronouncement 
from its 2007 report Youth, Gender & Violence: “The roots of gendered violence lie in the efforts of the 
privileged and powerful—mainly white, middle-class men—to maintain their own status.”96 Misandry is 
very much alive and boys everywhere pay the price. 

Imagine being a male student of Jessie Klein, assistant professor of sociology and criminal justice at 
Adelphi University. Professor Klein has been immersed in the gender equity culture for two decades. Before 
going to Adelphi, she worked in the New York City Schools as a conflict resolution coordinator, social 
worker, teacher, and administrator. In her 2012 book, The Bully Society, she says, “Boys learn from an early 
age that they assert manhood not only by being popular with girls but also by wielding power over them— 
physically, emotionally, and sexually.”97 And she has a ready explanation for the school shootings: 


The school shooters picked up guns to conform to the expected ethos dictating that boys dominate 
girls and take revenge against other boys who threatened their relationships with particular girls: their 
actions were incubated in a culture of violence that is largely accepted and allowed to fester every day. 
Transforming these hyper-masculine school cultures [is] essential to preventing . . . school shootings.98 


Like Hanson, Klein has statistics to support her apocalyptic vision. She says, for example, that “in 1998, 
the FBI declared violent attacks by men to be the number one threat to the health of American women.”99 
According to the Mayo Clinic, in reality the most serious threats are heart disease, cancer, stroke, chronic 
lower respiratory disease, and Alzheimer’s disease.100 Where did Professor Klein get her facts? Her source is 
an article in the American Jurist by a law professor from the University of Denver, Kyle Velte. But Velte 
gives no source. When my research assistant asked for the source, Velte explained that she no longer had it. 
There is no such FBI declaration. But what matters is that Professor Klein and Velte believe it and 
disseminate it. If you think that “violent attacks by men pose the number one health threat to women,” then 
it stands to reason that boys must be radically resocialized. 

Klein also reports in her book, “Dating violence is another step on an escalating continuum of behaviors 
by which boys, schooled in traditional masculinity, demonstrate their power over girls.” 101 But in the 
CDC's 2009 study on youth risk behavior in grades 9-12, it found that 9 percent of girls and 10 percent of 
boys report being “hit, slapped, or physically hurt on purpose by a boyfriend or girlfriend.”102 

How much does it matter that equity experts in the federal government, WEEA, AAUW, Ms., Wellesley 
Center, Adelphi University, and the University of Denver believe a lot of nonsense about male brutality and 
think of little boys as insipient batterers and worse? None of these things would matter much if the activists 
promoting these views did not play a major role in American education. Title IX of the Education 
Amendments of 1972 prohibits sex discrimination in any educational institution that receives public funds. 


The WEEA Center’s mission was to “provide financial assistance to enable educational agencies to meet the 
requirement of Title [X.” 103 Eager to avoid charges of discrimination that trigger the punitive provisions of 
Title IX, many schools and school districts have “equity coordinators.” These experts were trained on 
materials that reflect the mind-set of Hanson. 


The Fallout 


The fear of ruinous lawsuits is forcing schools to treat normal boys as sexist culprits. The climate of anxiety 
helps explain why, in 2004, Stephen Fogelman from Branson, Missouri, was suspended for sexual 
harassment for kissing a classmate on the cheek. He was eight at the time. The stunned parents explained 
that the boy had no idea what sexual harassment was and did not know he was doing anything wrong.1!04 

Stories about little boys running afoul of sexual harassment codes are everywhere. In January 2011, 
Levina Subrata was astonished to receive a note informing her that her son was being suspended from his 
school in a San Francisco suburb for having “committed or attempted to commit a sexual assault or sexual 
battery.” During a game of tag he allegedly touched another student on the groin. Her son was six years old 
at the time.105 

In Gaston, North Carolina, a nine-year-old was suspended for remarking, to another student in a private 
conversation, that the teacher was “cute.” In this case, charges were dropped once the case gained publicity. 
The distraught mother was gratified by all the supportive attention. “This is something that everyone needed 
to see,” she told a local television station. “Just to see what’s happening within our school systems.”106 

Sharon Lamb, a committed feminist and a professor of psychology, was shocked to hear that her ten- 
year-old son and his friend had been charged with sexual harassment. A girl had overheard them comment 
that her dangling belt looked like a penis. “It’s against the law,” the teacher informed the mother. This 
moved Lamb to ask, “If the message to boys is that their sex and sexuality is potentially harmful to girls, how 
will we ever raise them to be full partners in healthy relationships?” 107 

In early October 1998, Jerry, a seventeen-year-old at a progressive private school in Washington, DC, 
received the customary greeting card from the school director on his birthday. It was affectionately 
inscribed, “To Jerry—You are a wonderful person—a gift to all of us.” Two weeks later, this same director 
would expel Jerry when he was accused of harassing a classmate, and school officials would urgently advise 
his parents to “get him professional attention.” 108 

A female classmate accused Jerry of verbally harassing her. On one occasion, the girl claims, he said to 
her, “Why don’t you give so-and-so a blow job?” She also alleged that he licked his lips in a suggestive way. 
He denied these allegations. Finally (and this may have been the last straw), someone overheard him ask 
another boy on the bus, referring to the other boy’s girlfriend, “Did you get into her pants yet?” 

When these allegations came to the attention of the school authorities, Jerry was ordered off school 
property. Following a hasty investigation, he was thrown out of the school. All of this transpired in little 
more than twenty-four hours. Jerry's parents agree that he deserved some kind of reprimand or punishment. 
But expulsion? 

Why did the school react with such a severe punishment? Schools rightly fear lawsuits, and many feel they 
can no longer afford to tolerate the usual antics of teenage boys. “He's being punished for being an 
adolescent boy,” said Jerry’s mother. And she is right. 


Pathological versus Healthy Masculinity 


Sex differences in physical aggression are real.!09 Cross-cultural studies confirm the obvious: boys are 


universally more combative. In a classic 1973 study of the research on male-female differences, Eleanor 
Maccoby and Carol Jacklin conclude that, compared to girls, boys engage in more mock fighting and more 
ageressive fantasies. They insult and hit one another and retaliate more quickly when attacked: “The sex 
difference [in aggression] is found as early as social play begins—at 2 or 21/2.”110 The equity specialists look 
at these insulting, hitting, chasing, competitive creatures and see proto-criminals. And that is where they go 
egregiously wrong. 

There is an all-important difference between healthy and aberrational masculinity. Criminologists 
distinguish between “hypermasculinity” (or “protest masculinity”) and the normal masculinity of healthy 
young males. Hypermasculine young men do indeed express their maleness through antisocial behavior— 
mostly against other males, but also through violent aggression toward and exploitation of women. Healthy 
young men express their manhood in competitive endeavors that are often physical. As they mature, they 
take on responsibility, strive for excellence, and achieve and “win.” They assert their masculinity in ways that 
require physical and intellectual skills and self-discipline. In American society, the overwhelming majority of 
healthy, normal young men dont’ batter, rape, or terrorize women; they respect them and treat them as 
friends. 

Unfortunately, many educators have become persuaded that there is truth in the relentlessly repeated 
proposition that masculinity per se is the cause of violence. Beginning with the premise that most violence is 
perpetrated by men, they move hastily, and fallaciously, to the proposition that maleness is the leading cause 
of violence. By this logic, every boy is a proto-predator. 

Of course, when boys are violent or otherwise antisocially injurious to others, they must be disciplined, 
both for their own betterment and for the sake of society. But most boys’ physicality and masculinity are not 
expressed in violent ways. A small percentage of boys are destined to become batterers and rapists: boys with 
severe conduct disorders are at high risk of becoming criminal predators. Such boys do need strong 
intervention, the earlier the better. But their numbers are small. There is no justification for a gender-bias 
industry that looks upon millions of normal male children as pathologically dangerous. 

My message is not to “let boys be boys.” Boys should not be left to their boyishness but should rather be 
guided and civilized. It has been said that every year civilization is invaded by millions of tiny barbarians; 
they’re called children. All societies confront the problem of civilizing children—both boys and girls, but 
particularly boys. History teaches us that masculinity without morality is lethal. But masculinity constrained 
by morality is powerful and constructive, and a gift to women. 

Boys need to be shown how to grow into respectful human beings. They must be shown, in ways that 
leave them in no doubt, that they cannot get away with bullying or harassing other students. Schools must 
enforce firm codes of discipline and clear, unequivocal rules against incivility and malicious behavior. 
Teachers and administrators have to establish school environments that do not tolerate egregious meanness, 
sexual or nonsexual. 

These are demanding tasks, but they are not mysterious. We have a set of proven social practices for 
raising young men. The traditional approach is through character education: to develop a boy’s sense of 
honor and to help him become considerate, conscientious, and gentlemanly. This approach respects boys’ 
masculinity and does not require that they sit in sedate circles playing tug-of-peace or run around aimlessly 
playing tag where no one is ever out. And it does not include making seven-year-old boys feel ashamed for 
playing with toy soldiers. Boys do need discipline, but in today’s educational environment they also need 
protection—from self-esteem promoters, roughhouse prohibitionists, zero-tolerance enforcers, and gender 
equity activists who are at war with their very natures. 


3 
Guys and Dolls 


In the summer of 1997, I took part in a television debate with feminist lawyer Gloria Allred. Allred was 


representing a fourteen-year-old girl who was suing the Boy Scouts of America for excluding girls. Girls 
fifteen and older can join the Explorer Scouts, which is coed, but Allred was outraged that girls younger than 
fifteen are not allowed in. She referred to same-sex scouting as a form of “gender apartheid.” 

I pointed out that younger boys and girls have markedly different preferences and behaviors, citing the 
following homespun example: Hasbro Toys, a major toy manufacturing company, tested a playhouse the 
company was considering marketing to both boys and girls. But it soon emerged that girls and boys did not 
interact with the structure in the same way. The girls dressed the dolls, kissed them, and played house. The 
boys catapulted the toy baby carriage from the roof. A Hasbro general manager came up with a novel 
explanation: “Boys and girls are different.”2 

Allred flatly denied there were innate differences. She seemed shocked by the boys’ catapulting behavior. 
Apparently, she took it as a sign of a propensity for violence. She said, “If there are some boys who catapult 
baby carriages off the roofs of dollhouses, that is just an argument why we need to socialize boys at an earlier 
age, perhaps, to be playing with dollhouses.” 

Allred has powerful allies. Resocializing boys to play more like girls has been a part of the gender equity 
agenda for several decades. Notably active on this front throughout the 1990s and early 2000s were the 
Wellesley Center for Research on Women, US Department of Education, and Harvard School of 
Education. 


A Wellesley College Equity Seminar 


In 1998, the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women sponsored a daylong teacher-training 
seminar entitled Gender Equity for Girls and Boys: A Conference for K-12 Teachers and Administrators. It 
attracted two hundred teachers and administrators from the Northeast (teachers received state recertification 
credits for attending). One session, “Dolls, Gender and Make-Believe in the Early Childhood Classroom,” 
was concerned with sex stereotypes and how to defeat them. It was led by Dr. Nancy Marshall, a senior 
research scientist and associate director of the Wellesley Center, and two of her associates. 

According to Marshall, a child’s sexual identity is learned by observing others. As she noted, “When 
babies are born they do not know about gender.” Since newborn babies know very little about anything, 
Marshall’s comment was puzzling. They don’t know their blood type either, after all, but they still have one. 
Marshall explained that gender, indeterminate at birth, is formed and fixed later by a process of socialization 
that guides the child in adopting a male or female identity. According to Marshall and her colleagues, a child 
learns what it means to be a boy or a girl between the ages of two and seven. In those early years the child 
develops a “gender schema’”—a set of ideas about appropriate roles, attitudes, and preferences for males and 
females. The best prospects for influencing the child’s gender schema are in these early malleable years: these 
years are the opportunity zone. 

Marshall and her associates presented a slide show, explaining, “A young mind is like Jell-O: you learn to 


fill it up with all the good stuff before it sets.” What counts as “good stuff” for the Wellesley pedagogues is 
making children as comfortable as possible participating in activities traditionally “associated with the other 
gender.” One favorite slide—to which they repeatedly referred—showed a preschool boy dressed up in high 
heels and a dress. “It’s perfectly natural for a little boy to try on a skirt,” they said. 

The group leaders suggested that teachers “use water and bathing” to encourage boys to play with dolls. 
Acknowledging that preschoolers tend to prefer same-sex play, which reinforces “gender stereotypes,” they 
advised teachers in the audience to “force boy/girl mixed pairs.” In a follow-up discussion, one of the 
participating teachers boasted of her success in persuading her kindergarten-aged boys to dress up in skirts. 
Another proudly reported that she makes a point of informing boys that their action figures are really dolls. 

At no time during this eight-hour conference did any of the two hundred participating teachers and 
administrators challenge the assumption that gender identity is a learned (“socially constructed”) 
characteristic. Nor did anyone mention the immense body of scientific literature from biologists and 
developmental psychologists showing that many male/female differences are natural, healthy, and, by 
implication, best left alone.3 On the contrary, everyone simply assumed that preschool children were 
malleable enough to adopt either gender identity to suit the ends of equity and social justice. The possibility 
that they were tampering with the children’s individuality or intruding on their privacy was never broached. 


Early Interventions 


Throughout the 1990s, equity activists in the Department of Education promoted a national effort to 
liberate children from the constraints of gender. The Women’s Educational Equity Act Resource Center (a 
national center for “gender-fair materials’ maintained by the Department of Education) distributed 
pamphlets that confidently asserted the social origins of feminity and masculinity. Here, for example, is a 
passage from the center’s guide, entitled Gender Equity for Educators, Parents, and Community: 


We know that biological, psychological, and intellectual differences between males and females are 
minimal during early childhood. Nevertheless, in our society we tend to socialize children in ways that 
serve to emphasize gender-based differences.4 


In fact, we know no such thing. Play preferences of chimps, rhesus monkeys, and other primates parallel 
those of children.5 A special issue of Scientific American in the spring of 1999 reviewed the evidence that 
these play preferences are, in large part, hormonally driven. Doreen Kimura, a psychologist at Vancouver’s 
Simon Fraser University, wrote, “We know, for instance, from observations of both humans and 
nonhumans, that males are more aggressive than females, that young males engage in more rough-and- 
tumble play, and that females are more nurturing. . . . How do these and other sex differences come 
about?” Kimura points to animal studies that show how hormonal manipulation can reverse sex-typed 
behavior. (When researchers exposed female rhesus monkeys to male hormones prenatally, these females 
later displayed malelike levels of rough-and-tumble play.) Similar results are found in human beings. 
Congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH) is a genetic defect that results when the female fetus is subjected to 
abnormally large quantities of male hormones—adrenal androgens. Girls with CAH consistently prefer 
trucks, cars, and construction sets over dolls and play tea sets. “It appears,” says Kimura, “that perhaps the 
most important factor in the differential of males and females . . . is the level of exposure to various sex 
hormones early in life.”7 These sorts of findings undermine the simplistic view that gender-specific play is 
primarily shaped by socialization. 

The Department of Education equity educators promoted materials in the schools that ignored the 


scientific research. They assumed, along with Gloria Allred and the Wellesley Center experts, that typical 
male and female play preferences were the result of imposed cultural stereotypes. Creating Sex-Fair Family 
Day Care is a model curriculum guide for day-care teachers developed by the department’s Office of 
Educational Research and Improvement. It offers concrete suggestions on how to change children’s gender 
schemas.8 

The central thesis of the guide is that the only way to win the battle over gender stereotypes is to stage 
interventions as early as possible, preferably in infancy. Masculine stereotypes receive the lion’s share of 
attention. Getting little boys to play with dolls is a principal goal. The 130-page guide includes ten 
photographs: two show a little boy with a baby girl doll; in one, he is feeding her, in the other, kissing her. 
The guide urges day-care teachers to reinforce the boys nurturing side: “It is important for boys and girls to 
learn nurturing and sensitivity, as well as general parenting skills. Have as many boy dolls as girl dolls 
(preferably anatomically correct). Boys and girls should be encouraged to play with them.”9 

Ever vigilant for gender stereotypes, the guide warns child care workers to “be wary of charming 
Mommy Bears . . . wearing little aprons and holding a broom in one hand.”10 And it offers a new second 
verse for “Jack and Jill,” now with Jill leading a safety-conscious, rough-and-tumble-free adventure: 


Jill and Jack went up the track 
To fetch the pail again. 

They climbed with care, 

Got safely there 

And finished the job they began.\1 


This government-sponsored day-care guide also urges teachers to carefully monitor children’s fantasy 
play: “Watch your children at play. Are stereotypes present in the fantasies and situations they act out? 
Intervene to set the record straight. “Why don’t you be the doctor, Amy, and you the nurse, Billy?” 12 The 
purpose of these interventions is described expansively: “Unless we practice nonsexist child-rearing, we 
cannot fulfill our dreams of equality for all people.” !3 


William’s Doll 


Boys do not always cooperate with efforts to rescue them from their masculinity. Sometimes they openly 
rebel. In their 1994 book Failing at Fairness, education scholars Myra and David Sadker describe a fourth- 
grade class in Maryland in which the teacher worked with the boys to help them “push the borders of the 
male stereotype.”!4 She asked them to imagine themselves as authors of an advice column in their local 
newspaper. One day they received the following letter: 


Dear Adviser: 


My seven-year-old son wants me to buy him a doll. I don’t know what to do. Should I go ahead and get it 
for him? Is it normal, or is my son sick? Please help! 


The nine-year-old “advisers” were unsympathetic to the boy. The teacher then read aloud from a popular 
feminist book, William’ Doll. It is a story about a boy who wants a doll “to hug it and cradle it in his 
arms.”!5 His father refused and tried instead to interest him in a basketball or in an electric train. But 
William persisted in wanting the doll. When the grandmother arrived, she gently scolded the father for 
thwarting William’s wish. She took William to the store and bought him “a baby doll with curly eyelashes, 


and a long white dress with a bonnet.” William “loved it right away.” 

The story did little to change the fourth graders’ minds. According to the Sadkers, “Their reaction was so 
hostile that the teacher had trouble keeping order.”16 A few reluctantly agreed that the boy could have a doll 
—but only if it were a G.I. Joe. The Sadkers were surprised that boys so young could be so inflexibly 
traditional. “As we observed her lesson, we were struck by how much effort it took to stretch outmoded 
attitudes.” 

Williams Doll has been made into a play. Boston University professor Glenn Loury tells about sitting 
through a production at his son’s elementary school in Brookline, Massachusetts, in 1998. Loury, the father 
of two boys—one starring in the play—was not impressed: “First of all, what is wrong with wanting your 
boy not to play with a doll but to play ball? There is nothing that needs to be fixed there.” 17 Loury was 
speaking for many fathers and mothers. However, his voice and sensibility seemed to count for naught with 
the resocializers. 

Shaping the gender identities of schoolchildren was a heady enterprise. And it was inspired and informed 
by the scholars in some of our leading universities. Preeminent among them was Carol Gilligan. Gilligan and 
her colleagues at the Harvard School of Education saw themselves leading a profound revolution that would 
change the way society constructs young males and females. Once children were freed of oppressive gender 
roles, Gilligan predicted a change in their play preferences. She and her associate Elizabeth Debold firmly 
believed that so-called male behaviors—roughhousing and aggressive competition—are not natural but are 
artifacts of culture. Superheroes and macho toys, they said, “cause boys to be angry and aggressive.” Debold 
reported on their studies of three- and four-year-old boys who “are comfortable playing house or dress-up 
with girls, and in assuming nurturing roles in play.” Unfortunately, as they saw it, boys’ interest in playing 
dress-up with the girls is rarely encouraged or sustained. “By kindergarten, peer socialization and media 
images kick in.”18 

The gender reformers at Wellesley, the Department of Education, and Harvard helped shape attitudes 
and policy in schools throughout the country. They were convinced that breaking down male stereotypes, 
starting in preschool, was good for society. Whether it was good for the boys never came up. In classrooms 
across the country little boys got the message that there was something wrong with them—something the 
teacher was trying to change. 

It is doubtful that these efforts at resocialization were ever successful. But they surely succeeded in making 
lots of little boys confused and unhappy. Questions abound. What sort of credentials do the critics of 
masculinity bring to their project of reconstructing the nation’s schoolboys? How well do they understand 
and like boys? Who has authorized their mission? To better understand the logic and motives of the 
resocializers, it is helpful to consider the arguments of a contemporary gender theorist. 


The World According to Virginia Valian 


Virginia Valian, a professor of psychology at Hunter College, is one of the most frequently cited authorities 
on gender schemas and how to change them.!19 She is also a leading light in the National Science 
Foundation’s gender equity campaign ADVANCE.20 With the help of a $3.9 million National Science 
Foundation grant, she and her colleagues established the Hunter College Gender Equity Project, where they 
have developed tutorials on gender role transformation.2! Her 1998 book, Why So Slow? The Advancement 
of Women explains the urgency of that mission: 


In white, Western middle-class society, the gender schema for men includes being capable of 
independent, autonomous action . . . [and being] assertive, instrumental, and task-oriented. Men act. 


The gender schema for women is different; it includes being nurturant, expressive, communal, and 
concerned about others.22 


Our society, says Valian, pressures women to indulge their nurturing propensities while it encourages 
men to develop “a strong commitment to earning and prestige, great dedication to the job, and an intense 
desire for achievement.”23 Such gender role socialization, she says, exacts a high toll on women and confers 
an unfair advantage on men. 

To achieve a gender-fair society, Valian advocates a concerted attack on conventional schemas. Changing 
how parents interact with children is at the top of her list. For example, says Valian, there is a widespread 
assumption that women are better with babies than men. Where did that come from? The commonsense 
answer is that women’s special affinity for babies is a powerful, universal, time-immemorial biological 
instinct. But Valian dismisses such explanations and cites a large body of research showing how parents and 
other adults aid and abet children’s preferences and propensities. 

Valian describes a study in which fathers are placed in rooms with their one-year-old sons or daughters. 
“On the shelf, within the babies’ sight but out of reach were two dolls, two trucks, a toy vacuum cleaner and 
a shovel.” What does the father do? Over and over again, fathers were observed giving their sons a truck 
twice as often as they gave them a doll.24 (They gave daughters dolls and trucks at similar rates.) She 
mentions another study in which parents appear to reward children for choosing sex-appropriate toys. Valian 
concludes, “It appears that [parents] want their children . . . to conform to gender norms.” And, according 
to Valian, those norms inhibit a child’s potential to flourish later in life. 


As things stand, children learn to enjoy only half of what is potentially open to them, the half adults 
give them access to. Girls learn to take pleasure in being nurturant, boys learn to take pleasure in 
physical skills. Girls’ increasing interest in sports shows how quickly some of them acquire a taste for 
physical activity. We have yet to provide boys with a parallel opportunity for nurturance.25 


In the closing sentences of Why So Slow?, Valian says, “Egalitarian parents can bring up their children so 
that both boys and girls play with dolls and trucks. . . . From the standpoint of equality, nothing is more 
important.”26 

From the standpoint of reality, nothing seems more unlikely. Most little girls don’t want to play with 
trucks, as almost any parent can attest. Including me: when my son gave his daughter Eliza a toy train, she 
placed it in a baby carriage and covered it with a blanket so it could get some sleep. 

Valian has heard this sort of objection many times, and she has an answer. She does not deny that sex 
differences have some foundation in biology, but she insists that culture can intensify or diminish their 
power and effect. Even if Eliza is prompted by nature to interact with the train in a stereotypical female way, 
that is no reason for her father not to energetically correct her behavior. “We dont,” says Valian, “accept 
biology as destiny. . . . We vaccinate, we inoculate, we medicate. . . . | propose we adopt the same attitude 
toward biological sex differences.”27 

Few would deny that parents and teachers should expose children to a wide range of toys and play 
activities. And Valian is right when she says that culture can intensify or diminish our natural inclinations. 
But gender identity is notoriously difficult to change. As one neuroscientist, Lise Eliot, observes, “[I]t is a 
potent, irreversible piece of self-knowledge that crystalizes children’s perceptions and choice about much in 
their world, creating pink and blue barriers that parents find difficult to maneuver around.” 28 In the hands 
of little boys, toy baby carriages will be catapulted from the roofs of dollhouses. In the hands of little girls, 
toy trains will be nurtured. Nothing short of radical and sustained behavior modification could change these 


elemental play preferences. Is it worth it? Is it even ethical? 

We vaccinate, inoculate, and medicate children against disease. Being a typical little boy or girl is not a 
pathology in need of a cure. Failure to protect children from smallpox, diphtheria, or measles places them in 
harm’s way. There is no such harm in allowing male/female differences to flourish in early childhood. The 
resocializers talk of “gender apartheid,” of the schoolyard as a training ground for incipient batterers, of 
conventional masculinity as toxic. For Valian, the gender system is a source of massive social injustice. But 
these are all extravagant exaggerations. These would-be reformers completely ignore or discount all the good 
achieved by a tolerant policy that allows the sexes to freely pursue their different styles of play. More than 
that, this movement to change children’s concept of themselves is invasive and authoritarian. 

Gender-variant children (once called “tomboy girls” and “sissy boys” in the medical literature) are a lesson 
to us all. These children are powerfully drawn to the toys of the opposite sex. They will often persist in 
playing with the “wrong” toys despite relentless pressure from parents, peers, and doctors. There was a time 
when a boy who behaved like William in William’s Doll would have been considered mentally ill and subject 
to behavior modification therapy. Today, we have developed more enlightened and compassionate attitudes. 
Most experts encourage tolerance, understanding, and acceptance.29 But surely the same tolerance and 
understanding should extend to the gender identity and preferences of the vast majority of children. 


What If Mother Nature Is Not a Feminist? 


On March 21, 2005, the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard University hosted a conference 
entitled Impediments to Change: Revisiting the Women in Science Question. The auditorium in Agassiz 
Theatre in Radcliffe Yard was packed. Dedicated in 1904, the theater has been the site of many a spirited 
intellectual exchange. But this conference was a forum not for debate but for indignation over (then) 
Harvard president Lawrence Summers's speculation that innate differences between the sexes might be one 
reason there are fewer women than men at the highest echelons of math and science. 

The six panelists—four from Harvard, two from MIT—did not challenge one another in the fashion of 
typical academic seminars, but rather repeated and reinforced a common conviction that there is only one 
possible explanation for why fewer women than men teach math and physics at Harvard and MIT: sexist 
bias. Why were no dissenters invited? Because from the point of view of the assembled, that would be like 
inviting a flat-earther or a Holocaust denier. One panelist, Harvard psychologist Elizabeth Spelke, flatly 
declared that the case against significant inborn cognitive differences “is as conclusive as any finding I know 
of in science.”30 

For any scholar, especially a Harvard University social scientist, to sweep aside all the evidence for innate 
differences defies belief. In 2010, David Geary, a University of Missouri psychologist, published Male, 
Female: The Evolution of Human Sex Differences. This thorough, fair-minded, and comprehensive survey of 
the literature includes more than fifty pages of footnotes citing studies by neuroscientists, endocrinologists, 
geneticists, anthropologists, and psychologists showing a strong biological basis for many gender 
differences.31 While these particular studies may not be the final word, they cannot be dismissed or ignored. 

Nor can human reality be tossed aside. In all known societies, women have better verbal skills, and men 
excel at spatial reasoning.32 Women tend to be the nurturers and men the warriors. Harvard psychologist 
Steven Pinker points to the absurdity of ascribing these universal differences to socialization: “It would be an 
amazing coincidence that in every society the coin flip that assigns each sex to one set of roles would land the 
same way. 33 A recent study on sex differences by researchers from the University of Turin and the 
University of Manchester confirms what most of us see with our eyes: despite some exceptions, women tend 
to be more sensitive, esthetic, sentimental, intuitive, and tender-minded; while men tend to be more 


utilitarian, objective, unsentimental, and tough-minded.34 It is true that we do not yet fully understand the 
precise biological underpinnings of these universal tendencies, but that is no reason to deny they exist. And 
there are many tantalizing theories. 

Consider, for example, Cambridge University’s Simon Baron-Cohen. He is one of the world’s leading 
experts on autism, a disorder that affects far more males than females. Individuals with autism tend to be 
socially disconnected and unaware of the emotional states of others. But they often exhibit obsessive fixation 
on objects and machines. Baron-Cohen suggests that autism may be the far end of the male norm, or the 
“extreme male brain.” He believes that men are, “on average,” wired to be better “systematizers” and women 
to be better “empathizers.” 35 It is a daring claim—but he has data to back it up, presenting a wide range of 
correlations between the level of fetal testosterone and behaviors in both girls and boys from infancy into 
grade school. 

It is hard not to be attracted to theories like Simon Baron-Cohen’s when one looks at the way children 
play and how men and women are distributed in the workplace. After two major waves of feminism, women 
still predominate—sometimes overwhelmingly—in empathy-centered fields such as early-childhood 
education,36 social work,37 nursing,38 and psychology39; while men are overrepresented in the 
“systematizing” vocations such as car repair, 49 oil drilling,4! and electrical engineering.42 And there are no 
signs that boys are going to surrender their trucks, rockets, and weapons for glittery lavender ponies anytime 
soon. 

Harvard psychologist Marc Hauser has what seems to be the appropriate attitude about the research on 
sex differences: respectful, intrigued but also cautious. When asked about Baron-Cohen’s work, Hauser said, 
“I am sympathetic . . . and find it odd that anyone would consider the work controversial.”43 Hauser 
referred to research that shows, for example, that if asked to make a drawing, little girls almost always create 
scenes with at least one person, while males nearly always draw things—cars, rockets, or trucks. And he 
mentioned that among primates—including our closest relations, the chimpanzees—males are more 
technologically innovative, while females are more involved in details of family life. Still, Hauser warns that 
a lot of seemingly exciting and promising research on sex differences has not panned out and urges us to treat 
the biological theories with caution.44 

Clearly, gender differences are driven by some yet-to-be understood interaction between culture and 
biology. And we must always bear in mind that no one is claiming that a// men and women embody the 
tendencies of their sexes: some girls have superb spatial reasoning skills and little interest in nurturing, while 
some males reject rough-and-tumble play and prefer calm, imaginative games. When we speak of gender 
differences, we are referring to statistical differences between groups, not the rigid determination of 
individuals. If we say, for example, that women tend to enjoy romance novels more than men do, we are not 
saying that a// women enjoy them. Hauser is right that we need to proceed with care. 

But where is that care where the social constructionists are concerned? Though their research appears to 
be going nowhere, they are still marching ahead with their workshops, curriculum guides, and tutorials. 
Confident in their theories, they have taken on the task of resocializing the American child. 


Ms. Logan’s Classroom 


There is much to be learned from classrooms where teachers are actively attacking the schemas of their 
pupils. Peggy Orenstein’s SchoolGirls: Young Women, Self-Esteem, and the Confidence Gap was written in 
association with the American Association of University Women.45 Just after the AAUW had alerted the 
country to the plight of its shortchanged adolescent girls, Orenstein visited several middle schools to see 
firsthand how they were coping with the “confidence gap.” As a trusted insider, Orenstein was given full 


access to classrooms that were “raising the gender consciousness” of students. From her detailed report, we 
get a good understanding of how the new gender-fair activists view boys and what they have in mind for 
them. 

The climatic section of SchoolGirls is entitled “Anita Hill Is a Boy: Tales from a Gender-Fair Classroom.” 
Orenstein describes the classroom of Ms. Judy Logan, an award-winning English and social studies teacher at 
the Everett Middle School, a public school in San Francisco. Logan has gone as far as anyone in 
transforming her classroom into a woman-centered community of learners. Indeed, Logan is something of a 
pedagogical legend among girl-partisan activists. Jackie DeFazio, former president of the AAUW, says that a 
teacher like Logan, “who puts equity at the center of her classroom,” fills her with hope. 46 Mary Pipher, 
author of Reviving Ophelia, praises Logan for offering “a new vision of what our schools can give to our 
children.”47 

When Orenstein stepped into Logan’s classroom for the first time she found it “somewhat of a shock.” 
There are images of women everywhere: 


The faces of Abigail Adams, Rachel Carson, Faye Wattleton, and even a fanciful “Future Woman” 
smile out from three student-made quilts that are draped on the walls. . . . Reading racks overflow 
with biographies of Lucretia Mott, Ida B. Wells, Emma Goldman, Sally Ride, and Rigoberta 
Mencht. . . . There is a section on Pele, the Hawaiian goddess of volcanoes. . . . A giant computer- 
paper banner spans the width of another wall proclaiming, “Women are one-half of the world’s 
people, they do two-thirds of the world’s work, they earn one-tenth of the world’s income; they own 
one hundredth of the world’s property.”48 


At first, Orenstein found herself wondering “Where are the men?” But then in one of those characteristic 
“click” moments that feminists often report, the light dawned and all was clear: “In Ms. Logan’s class, girls 
may be dazzled by the reflection of the women that surround them. And, perhaps for the first time, the boys 
are the ones looking through the window. ”49 

Logan’s classes are unusual and fun. She is popular with her students. But, according to Orenstein, many 
students complain that she is unfair to boys. One sixth grader, Holly, says, “Sometimes, I worry about the 
boys, that they kind of get ignored.” Another says that her brother had taken one of Ms. Logan’s classes, and 
“all she ever talked about was women, women, women. And he did not like it.” Even the girls get tired of all 
the “women-centeredness.” Orenstein reports one as complaining, “Ms. Logan, I feel like I am not learning 
anything about men, and I do not think that is right.” Orenstein attributes the girls’ objections to their low 
self-esteem; because of the “hidden curriculum,” girls “have already become used to taking up less space, to 
feeling less worthy of attention than boys.” By contrast, one older student, Mindy, who spent three years 
with Logan (Orenstein describes her as “a model of grunge chic”), has clearly learned the lessons that Logan 
strives to impart. Here is how this student explains the boys’ resentment: 


I think it’s the resentment of losing their place. In our other classes, the teachers just focus on men, 
but the boys don’t complain that that’s sexist. They say, “It’s different in those classes because we focus 
on the important people in history, who just happen to be men.”50 


As Orenstein describes her, Mindy rolls her eyes to indicate the incredible cluelessness of the boys. Mindy’s 
reference to those other classes shows she has, indeed, learned her lesson well. The new pedagogy justifies its 
intense focus on women by reminding us that allegedly gender-neutral classes on such subjects as the Age of 
Discovery or the Rise of Science are “all about men” like Columbus and Isaac Newton. Now it is time to 
put women in their rightful place at the center of attention. 


In one history class, the girls take over the discussion and go after the boys for being sexual predators. As 
the girls get angrier, Logan gets more animated. The girls’ anger is the sign that her pedagogy is working. 
“This is a very important, scary, and profound conversation you are having.”5! What do the boys have to say 
for themselves? 

One boy tries to placate the girls: “It’s true that some guys are assholes in school. But there are nice 
people too.” During a subsequent male-bashing session, a girl points out that though sexual harassment 
happens to girls more often, the girls are doing it to boys as well. “We go up and feel on guys too.”52 

“That’s a good point,” says Logan. But not one she chooses to pursue. She soon stops the discussion, 
“We've gotten a lot done on this, but the class isn’t about sexual harassment. It’s American Women Making 
History.” But later, she will return to the topic of sexual harassment and explain to her students how it is a 
part of a “hidden curriculum” that teaches girls to be second-class citizens. “They learn to become silent, 
careful, not active or assertive in life.”53 

Logan’s pedagogy turns out to have its own hidden curriculum, which she teaches in every class, 
regardless of the subject. It is unflattering to males, and they learn the lesson. Luis, a seventh grader, later 
confessed to Orenstein, “I couldn’t really defend myself, because it’s true. Men are pigs, you know?”54 

As a final “unifying project,” Logan’s sixth-grade social studies class made a quilt to celebrate “women we 
admire.” Logan was alarmed by one student’s muslin square. A boy named Jimmy had chosen to honor the 
tennis player Monica Seles, who, in 1993, was stabbed on the court by a deranged man. He had drawn a 
bloody dagger on a tennis racket. It’s not the sort of thing a girl would think of. Jimmy’s square may be 
unique in the history of quilting, but Ms. Logan did not appreciate its originality. In his own defense, he 
said, “I thought it was kind of important, a tennis player stabbed just so she wouldn't win.” The teacher 
insisted he start again and make an acceptable contribution to the class quilt. 

I can see why Logan did not want Jimmy’s square on the class quilt. But perhaps Jimmy was looking for 
some way—within the confines of a feminist quilting environment—to assert his young maleness, which was 
under direct assault by his teacher. Logan, clearly exasperated, did not see it that way. She confided to 
Orenstein: “When boys feel like they’re being forced to admire women, they try to pick one that they think 
behaves sort of like a man.”55 Jimmy is left looking “despondently” at his rejected square. 

Jeremy, another boy in the class, showed more progress. His muslin quilting square celebrating Rosa 
Parks had been done to Logan’s specifications. When he handed it in, Logan turned to Orenstein, saying, 
“This is how you teach about gender. You do it one stitch at a time.” 56 Much taken by that remark, 
Orenstein used it to end her book. 


Interdicted Research 


A female colleague of Steven Pinker, the Harvard psychologist, once told him, “Look, I know that males 
and females are not identical. I see it in my kids. I see it in myself. I know about the research. I can’t explain 
it, but when I read claims about sex difference, steam comes out of my ears.”57 Feminist Gloria Steinem has 
called research on sex differences “anti-American.” She says, “It is what is keeping us down.” 58 According to 
Gloria Allred, such research simply should not be done. “This is harmful and dangerous to our daughters’ 
lives, to our mothers’ lives, and I am very angry about it.”59 Feminist critics have a term for neurologists 
who study sex differences: “neurosexists.”60 

From a historical perspective, apprehension over research on sex differences is understandable. The idea 
of natural difference was once the thinking man’s justification for keeping women in their place, socially, 
legally, and politically. Before the women’s movement took root in the nineteenth century, patriarchal 
thinking was the norm. It was then taken for granted that women were not just innately different but 


naturally inferior to men. Even an enlightened moral philosopher such as Immanuel Kant comfortably held 
the view that women were by nature ethically substandard. Kant believed that women have little respect for 
concepts like right and obligation, which are at the very foundation of ethical living: “Women will avoid the 
wicked not because it is unright, but because it is ugly; and virtuous actions mean to them such as are 
morally beautiful. Nothing of duty, nothing of compulsion, nothing of obligation! Woman is intolerant of 
all commands and all morose constraint. They do something only because it pleases them. . . . I hardly 
believe that the fair sex is capable of principles.”61 

It was also widely believed that women are less intelligent than men. Stereotypes that demeaned women 
were commonly accepted, and women everywhere paid the price. Soon eminent scientists were weighing in 
to confirm women’s inferiority. In the mid-nineteenth century, when anatomy and physiology were gaining 
scientific respectability, Paul Broca, a French professor of clinical surgery and pioneer in brain anatomy, 
concluded that “the relatively small size of the female brain depends in part upon her physical inferiority and 
in part upon her intellectual inferiority.” ©2 A contemporary of Broca, French psychologist Gustave Le Bon, 
went further: “In most intelligent races, as among the Parisians, there are a large number of women whose 
brains are closer in size to those of gorillas than to the most developed male brains. ‘This inferiority is so 
obvious that one cannot contest it for a moment.”63 

Given the history of interpreting natural differences between men and women as proof of male 
superiority, it is understandable that women like Allred and Steinem and Lawrence Summers's tormentors 
react with suspicion to the suggestion that men and women are innately different in any way. But the proper 
corrective to bad science and rancorous philosophy is not more of the same but rather good science and clear 
thinking. For the moment, bad science and rancor are ubiquitous. 


The ACLU Goes to War Against Single-Sex Schools 


When students, especially boys, were falling behind academically at the Van Devender Middle School in 
Parkersburg, West Virginia, school officials decided to experiment with single-sex classes for sixth and 
seventh graders. Leonard Sax, a physician and prominent advocate of single-sex education, had visited the 
school and offered teachers suggestions for classroom activities. Many boys think of reading as “feminine,” 
but following Sax’s advice, teacher Mackenzie Lackey found a way around their resistance. For the past two 
years, she has divided her all-male sixth-grade classes into two teams and organized a Battle of the Books 
competition. Her students read a series of books and then competed to see which team could answer the 
most questions about the readings. The boys started reading like mad. The exercise was so successful that in 
both 2010 and 2011, in a schoolwide Battle of the Books, Lackey’s sixth-grade boy teams beat the entire 
school, including coed teams from traditional seventh- and eigth-grade classes. To her delight, her pupils 
asked for more books to read over the summer. “Imagine,” says Sax, “boys from a low-income 
neighborhood who demanded more books to read.”64 

But on May 21, 2012, the American Civil Liberties Union sent the school authorities a ten-page cease- 
and-desist letter demanding that they terminate their “gender-specific” programs post haste. “Our analysis 
demonstrates that this program is unlawful because it is premised upon and likely promotes harmful 
stereotypes about the different learning styles and development of boys and girls.” 65 Failure to terminate the 
programs, warned the ACLU, could result in a lawsuit and/or a formal complaint with the pertinent federal 
agency. “We expect your response no later than June 4, 2012.” 66 Similar letters were sent to school districts 
with single-sex programs in Florida, Mississippi, Maine, Virginia, and Alabama. 

Wealthy families have always had the option of sending their children to all-male or all-female academies, 
but parents of lesser means have rarely had the choice. That changed in 2002, when the No Child Left 


Behind Act sanctioned innovative programs—including single-sex classes and academies—in public 
schools.67 Then-senator Hillary Clinton, a coauthor of the provision, urged that the single-sex option be 
broadly expanded and not limited to a fortunate few: “There should not be any obstacle to providing single- 
sex choice within the public school system. . . . We have to look at the achievements of [single-sex] schools 
that are springing up around the country. We know this has energized students and parents. We could use 
more schools such as this.”68 

There are now nearly 400 public schools that offer single-sex classes and about 116 public all-girl and all- 
boy academies.69 Single-sex programs are especially popular in low-income neighborhoods where parents are 
worried about their daughters and panicked about their sons. The Claremont Academy in Chicago, for 
example, offers a single-sex academic program for seventh- and eighth-grade, mostly poor, African American 
students. “It helps us to focus more,” said one eighth grader. According to a profile of the school in Phi 
Delta Kappan magazine, students’ test scores have improved dramatically since the program began in 
2007.70 

The Irma Lerma Rangel Young Women’s Leadership School in Dallas opened in 2004 and enrolls 4,525 
girls in grades six through twelve. Its success has been dazzling. The school has scored at or near the top of all 
Dallas public schools on state tests for the past five years.71 Dallas has now opened a comparable academy 
for young men—the Barack Obama Male Leadership Academy. Madeline Hayes, a mother of a young man 
attending the school, said she'd always dreamed “that there would be a boys’ school that doesn’t charge 
$25,000 a year, but would give the same academics, the same level of interaction and leadership.”72 

Galen Sherwin, an attorney for the ACLU’s Women’s Rights Project, explained why she and her 
organization want such programs eliminated: “Over and over we find that these programs are based on 
stereotypes that limit opportunities by reinforcing outdated ideas about how boys and girls behave.”73 

It is hard to see how the classes limit anyone’s opportunities. In West Virginia, boys are behind girls 
about one year in reading and two and a half years in writing. And West Virginia places close to last in 
national reading tests.74 Put another way, boys in West Virginia are among the worst readers in the nation. 
The reading classes seem to be improving their abilities and opportunities. The seventh and eighth graders at 
the Claremont Academy are scoring higher on standardized tests. Children at the Irma Lerma Rangel School 
and Barack Obama Male Leadership Academy appear to be thriving. What is wrong with a voluntary 
program that seems to be helping? Plenty, says the ACLU—and they claim to have the research to prove it: a 
2011 critique of single-sex education published in the prestigious journal Science.75 


Eight Professors and a “Study” 


Teachers visiting the website of the American Council for CoEducational Schooling (ACCES) are invited to 
take a quiz that measures their gender inclusiveness.7© The quiz asks how often they do the following: 


A. I say “Good morning, boys and girls”; 
B. I call students “boys” and “girls”; 
C. I refer to my students as “ladies” and “gentlemen.” 


Any teacher guilty of using such gendered language receives low marks on “gender mixing.” The 
executive director of the ACCES, Rebecca Bigler, a psychology professor at the University of Texas, 
explained her organization's logic in Education Week. “If you compare it to race, if you said to your first- 
grade classrooms, ‘Good morning, whites and Latinos; let’s have the Latinos get your pencils, what would 
happen is you would go to federal prison. . . . Labeling children routinely by race in your classroom is a 


violation of federal law, and, of course, you can do this routinely with gender.”77 

Bigler’s mention of federal prison is hyperbolic, but it highlights her passion and moral certainty. Success 
stories from schools like the Claremont Academy do not impress her. As she told the Phi Delta Kappan, 
“African American males should be schooled right next to white girls because they would benefit from it. 
And those white girls need to know and understand the views of other people.” She and her fellow ACCES 
officers, all professors, view “male” and “female” as arbitrary and invidious distinctions that should be left 
behind. They are now waging a major campaign against single-sex schools.78 

Bigler and seven ACCES colleagues are the authors of the article cited by the ACLU, “The Pseudoscience 
of Single-Sex Schooling.” Because it appeared in Science, it has proved to be a potent weapon against 
programs like those in West Virginia and Chicago.79 What does the article say? 

The Science article is a two-page summary of the state of the literature on single-sex education. That 
could be useful, were the authors not so blatantly biased. It is little more than a compendium of their 
opinions, supported by cherry-picked findings. They try to persuade the reader of two propositions: (1) 
There is no well-designed research that proves that single-sex education improves academic achievement, and 
(2) there is good evidence that sex segregation increases gender stereotyping and “legitimizes institutional 
sexism. ”80 

On the first point, it is certainly true that the research connecting single-sex schools to improved 
performance is inconclusive. Historically, students have flourished in such schools; throughout the world, 
wealthy parents have sought them out for their children (think of England’s Eton and Harrow). But critics 
reply that the purported success of single-sex institutions is due to the social standing of the parents, the 
schools’ resources, the quality of faculty—some feature other than it being single-sex. What was needed was 
a study that controlled for such factors. That came in 2012, when three University of Pennsylvania 
researchers looked at single-sex education in Seoul, Korea.81 In Seoul, until 2009, students were randomly 
assigned to single-sex and coeducational schools; parents had little choice on which schools their children 
attended. After controlling for other variables such as teacher quality, student-teacher ratio, and the 
proportion of students receiving lunch support, the study found significant advantages in single-sex 
education. The students earned higher scores on their college entrance exams and were more likely to attend 
four-year colleges. The authors describe the positive effects as “substantial.” 

They note that their study is inconclusive. For example, the proportion of male teachers is much higher 
in Seoul’s all-boys schools than in coeducational schools. The sex of the faculty could be importantly 
connected to student achievement. Further research is in order. But these findings are more than suggestive 
and may point the way to one solution to the boy gap—with positive outcomes for girls as well. 

When the Department of Education carried out a research review on single-sex education in 2005, it 
found a tangle of contradictory results. Like much education research—large schools versus small, charter 
versus traditional public schools—advocates on either side can find vindication if they look hard enough. 
The Department of Education rightly deemed the research “equivocal” and called for more studies. But it 
drew no strong conclusions and advised that the question of single-sex schooling might never be resolved by 
quantitative investigation because it involves issues “of philosophy and worldview.” 82 If that is so, then the 
matter would seem to be ideally suited to practical experience, individual circumstance, and voluntary 
choice. 

But the Science article goes further, claiming that such schools actually harm students by promoting 
sexism. And this is where the eight professors discard any pretense to objectivity. As proof of harm, they cite 
a 2007 British study that showed an increase in divorce rates for men (but not women) who had attended 
single-sex schools, and another study finding that “boys who spend more time with other boys become 
increasingly aggressive.”83 The latter study, coauthored by two ACCES board members, consisted of 


observations of preschoolers and kindergarteners in coed classes; its relevance to single-sex classes for older 
children is never explained.84 

That 2007 British study compared life outcomes for thousands of middle-age graduates of single-sex and 
coed schools. On most measures, the two groups looked about the same: Both had similar levels of marital 
satisfaction and similar views on gender roles. It did conclude that the males who attended single-sex schools 
were “somewhat” more likely to have divorced, but the report carried a lot of good news about single-sex 
education as well. To wit: “For girls . . . single-sex schooling was linked to higher wages.” It was also linked 
to boys focusing their studies on languages and literature and girls on math and science. Did the British study 
address the central argument of the Science authors, that single-sex schooling promotes “sexism and gender 
stereotyping”? Yes, it did—finding that “gender stereotypes are exacerbated” in coed schools and “moderated” 
in single-sex schools!85 All of these glaring contradictions go unmentioned by the eight authors.86 

In a subsequent issue of Science, several academic critics faulted the authors for failing to cite any serious 
research showing that single-sex schools foster sexism. The authors’ reply conceded the point: “We agree 
with [critics] that systematic reviews have yet to address the potential harm of single-sex schools in increasing 
stereotyping and sexism.”87 But, to bolster their original claim, they cited a 2001 study of a single-sex 
experiment in California in which “increased gender stereotypes was a prominent finding.”88 

They better hope no one looks up the study. Its three feminist authors do not use a conventional 
methodology. As they explain, “Drawing upon feminist theory, we provide a critique that illuminates how 
power which is “both the medium and the expression of wider structural relations and social forms, positions 
subjects within ideological matrixes of constraint and possibility.’ ”89 True to this murky goal, they devote 
most of the study to critiquing parents, teachers, and students for their “gendered perceptions’ and 
evaluating how effectively they challenge “oppressive power relations inherent in traditional education.” 9° 
One unwitting instructor explained why the all-male class voted to read All Quiet on the Western Front and 
why the all-female class chose Pride and Prejudice: “The girls tend to choose the romantic spiel . . . and guys 
tend to go for the action.” This sensible and innocent remark is grist for the authors’ mill. “Significantly,” 
they say, “teachers did little to change student choices by suggesting alternative book choices or topics that 
might potentially challenge gendered dispositions.”9! These authors warn how “gender ideologies” can shape 
an instructor’s classroom practices. But they have their own ideology—and it shaped every word of their 
bizarre study. 

What explains the determination of the Science authors? For them—as for Gloria Allred in the case of 
Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts—organizing children by girls and boys is analogous to racial segregation. As the 
lead author, Claremont McKenna’s Diane Halpern, explains, “Advocates for single-sex education don't like 
the parallel with racial segregation, but the parallels are there.”92 No, they are not. Mandatory racial 
separatism demeans human beings and forecloses on their life prospects. Single-sex education is freely 
chosen, and millions of pupils have thrived intellectually and socially within it. Boys and girls, taken as 
groups, have different interests, propensities, and needs. And they, and their parents and teachers, know it: 
The teacher who begins the day with “Good morning, boys and girls,” is being friendly and conventional, 
not invidious and oppressive. 

But the ACLU is not circulating the letters from critics of the Science article, nor highlighting the outré 
worldview of the authors or their misuse of the research of others. The article is presented as settled science. 
So far, the ACLU campaign is working. As it boasts on its website: 


Many school districts in the nation have responded to our letters pointing out Title IX violations by 
shutting down their single-sex education programs in states such as Maine, Pennsylvania, and 
Alabama. To spread the message further, we've launched a nationwide campaign called Teach Kids, 


Not Stereotypes, to combat the harmful gender stereotypes at the root of the new wave of single-sex 
programs.?3 


Schools with successful single-sex programs are responding to the ACLU threats because they cannot 
afford costly court battles. School board members in West Virginia, for example, estimate that it could cost 
as much as $10,000 to defend the Van Devender program in court.?4 But on July 3, 2012, they voted to 
continue the single-sex classes. The ACLU immediately filed a suit, and a judge has issued a temporary 
injunction against the program. The Van Devender principal was dismayed that the ACLU refused to meet 
with teachers and parents. “If [the ACLU] would sit down with us . . . we could all be on the same page.” He 
is certain they would see the merits of the program.95 

Unfortunately, the ACLU’s success in other school districts, its sense of momentum, and _ its 
determination to expand its campaign suggest otherwise. In September 2012, the ACLU successfully 
pressured the school officials in Cranston, Rhode Island, to ban the traditional father-daughter dance and 
mother-son baseball game. According to the ACLU, “Public schools have no business fostering the notion 
that girls prefer to go to formal dances while boys prefer baseball games. This type of gender stereotyping 
only perpetuates outdated notions of ‘girl’ and ‘boy’ activities and is contrary to federal law.”96 

Girls will be hurt where the ACLU and ACCES succeed in their campaign to shut down single-sex 
classrooms. But boys will lose the most. The activist professors and lawyers may believe that “male” and 
“female” are superficial distinctions best ignored. But here is one glaring gender distinction we ignore at our 
peril: boys are seriously behind girls in school. We do a far better job educating girls than boys, and we must 
find out why. All-male schools and classrooms may not be panaceas and are certainly not for everyone, but 
they have produced many promising results. They seem to be especially effective in poor districts, where 
boys are the most vulnerable. These boys’ schools and programs are experimenting with male-friendly 
pedagogy, and they may offer the best hope for discovering classroom practices that work for boys 
everywhere. Turning a blind eye to real differences and dogmatically insisting that masculinity and 
femininity are irrelevant distinctions poses serious dangers of its own. 


Respect for Difference 


In 1984, Vivian Gussin Paley, a beloved kindergarten teacher at the University of Chicago Laboratory 
Schools, published a highly acclaimed book about a children’s play entitled Boys & Girls: Superheroes in the 
Doll Corner. The book would not be well received in today’s boy-averse environment. Her observations are 
worth dwelling on, if only to remind ourselves how teachers used to talk about children before the gender 
police appeared. Paley felt free to express her fondness for boys as they are, warts and all. She also accepted 
and enjoyed the clear differences between the sexes and had no illusions about the prospects of success for 
any efforts to do away with these differences: “Kindergarten is a triumph of sexual self-stereotyping. No 
amount of adult subterfuge or propaganda deflects the five-year-old’s passion for segregation by sex.”97 

In one passage, she describes the distinctive behavior of some nursery school boys and girls in the 
“tumbling room,” a room full of climbing structures, ladders, and mats: “The boys run and climb the entire 
time they are in the room, resting momentarily when they ‘fall down dead.’ The girls, after several minutes 
of arranging one another’s shoes, concentrate on somersaults. . . . After a few somersaults, they stretch out on 
the mats and watch the boys.”98 

When the girls are left alone in the room without the boys, they run, climb, and become much more 
active—but then, after a few minutes, they suddenly lose interest and move on to other, quieter activities, 
saying, “Let’s paint” or “Let’s play in the doll corner.” Boys, on the other hand, never lose interest in the 


tumbling room. They leave only when forced to. “No boy,” says Paley, “exits on his own.” The “raw 
energy” of boys delights this teacher: “They run because they prefer to run, and their tempo appears to 
increase in direct proportion to crowded conditions, noise levels, and time spent running, all of which have 
the opposite effect on the girls.”99 

At the time Paley wrote her book, Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader were all the rage with the boys in 
her kindergarten class and all across America. The more she studied and analyzed the boys’ play, the more 
she grew to understand and accept it; she also learned to be less sentimental about what the girls were doing 
in the doll corner, and to accept that as well. Not all in the doll corner was preparation for nurturing and 
caring. She learned that girls were interested in their own kind of domination: “Mothers and princesses are as 
powerful as any superheroes the boys can devise.” 100 

Boys imaginative play involves a lot of conflict and violence; that of girls seems to be much gentler and 
more peaceful. But as Paley looked more carefully, she noticed that the girls’ fantasies were just as exciting 
and intense as the boys’. The doll corner was in fact a center of conflict, pesky characters, and imaginary 
power struggles. 101 

Refreshingly, Paley does not have the urge to reform the kindergarten to some accepted specification of 
social justice or gender equality. In particular, she doesn’t need to step in to guide boys to more caring ways 
of playing. “Let the boys be robbers, then, or tough guys in space. It is the natural, universal, and essential 
play of little boys. Everything is make-believe except the obvious feelings of well-being that emerge from 
fantasy play.”102 

Many teachers, perhaps most, share the tolerant and generous views of Paley. But they are proving to be 
no match for the army of change agents at the ACLU, ACCES, US Department of Education, Wellesley, 
Harvard, Hunter College, and numerous other schools and activist organizations across the country. Today, 
these determined reformers are rarely challenged; their influence is growing and can be expected to grow. 
Few teachers will risk opposing the cause of gender justice backed up by science and lawsuits. Few parents 
have much of an idea of what their children are facing. As for the children themselves, they are usually in no 
position to complain—and, when they are asked and do complain, their answers are taken as further proof 
of their need for resocialization. 


4, 
Carol Gilligan and the Incredible Shrinking Girl 


(Jones at 11, Confused at 16” read the title of a 1990 New York Times Magazine story reporting an 


alarming discovery about the psychological development of girls.1 Research by Professor Carol Gilligan, 
Harvard University’s first professor of gender studies, had demonstrated that as girls move into adolescence 
they are “silenced” and their native confident spirit is forced “underground.” The piece, by novelist Francine 
Prose, was laudatory and urgent; it mentioned in passing that Gilligan’s research faced intense opposition 
from academics but provided few details. 

Prose’s nearly 4,000-word panegyric gave Times readers the heady feeling of being at the center of world- 
changing science. Gilligan and two colleagues had just published Making Connections: The Relational Worlds 
of Adolescent Girls at Emma Willard School.2 Prose described the book as “a major phase” in Gilligan’s 
Harvard research project on adolescent girls, extending the findings of her famous 1982 work, Jn a Different 
Voice. In the preface to Making Connections, Gilligan states her latest discovery dramatically: “As the river of 
a girl’s life flows into the sea of Western culture, she is in danger of drowning or disappearing.” 3 The stakes 
are enormous, she says: helping girls negotiate this adolescent maelstrom may be the “key to girls 
development and to Western Civilization.”4 

Had Prose interviewed experts in adolescent development, she might have alerted her readers to 
anomalies in Gilligan’s methods, and contrasted Gilligan’s findings with those of a substantial academic 
literature that describes adolescent girls far more optimistically. But no such skeptics were consulted. 

The Times Magazine article generated a panicky concern for girls that would profoundly affect education 
policy throughout the 1990s and 2000s. Just when—as we now know—an educational gender gap was 
opening up with girls well in the lead, boys became objects of neglect while the education establishment 
focused on rescuing the afflicted girls. A brief review of Gilligan’s research methods, and of the findings of 
empirically minded developmental psychologists, will show why the 7imes should have engaged a science 
writer rather than a novelist to present Gilligan’s discovery to the world. 


Unfairness and Not Listening 


For Making Connections, sixteen authors, including Gilligan, interviewed Emma Willard students about how 
they felt growing into adolescence. The school, located in Troy, New York, takes both boarding and day 
students and is one of the oldest private girls’ academies in the country. These interviews at Emma Willard 
seemed to confirm their darkest suspicions about the precarious mental state of teenage girls. 

Preteen girls, Gilligan writes, are confident, forthright, and clear-sighted. But, as they enter adolescence, 
they become frightened by their own insights into our male-dominated culture. It is a culture, says Gilligan, 
that tells them, “Keep quiet and notice the absence of women, and say nothing.” Girls no longer see 
themselves as what the culture is about. This realization is “seditious” and places girls in psychological 
danger. So girls learn to hide what they know—not only from others, but even from themselves. In her 
Times article, Prose cited what became oft-quoted words of Gilligan’s: “By 15 or 16... [girls] start saying, ‘I 
don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.’ They start not knowing what they had known.”5 


To protect themselves, girls begin to hide the vast well of knowledge they possess about human relations 
and injustice. Many bury it so deep inside themselves that they lose touch with it. Says Gilligan: 
“Interviewing girls in adolescence . . . I felt at times that I was entering an underground world that I was led 
in by girls to caverns of knowledge, which then suddenly were covered over, as if nothing was known and 
nothing was happening.”© According to Gilligan, girls possess an uncanny understanding of the “human 
social world . . . compelling in its explanatory power and intricate in its psychological logic.”7 The 
sophisticated understanding of human relations that girls have but do not show, she says, rivals that of 
trained professional adults: “Much of what psychologists know about relationships is also known by 
adolescent girls.” 

What sort of experiments did Gilligan and her colleagues carry out at the Emma Willard School that led 
to the discovery of girls’ acute insights into human relations? A chapter called “Unfairness and Not Listening: 
Converging Themes in Emma Willard Girls’ Development” gives a fair idea of Gilligan’s methods and style 
of research. Gilligan and her coinvestigator, Elizabeth Bernstein, asked thirty-four girls to describe an 
occasion of someone “not being fair” and an occasion when someone “didn’t listen.” 8 Here are some sample 


replies of the Emma Willard girls: 
Barbara, twelfth grader 


Unfairness: “We had three final assignments . . . knowing the students were feeling very burdened, it 
was unfair of her [the teacher] to contribute to that.” 


Not listening: “She did not seem terribly moved by how the class was feeling.” 
Susan, eleventh grader 


Unfairness: “A friend of mine was kicked out because . . . she had a friend of hers who got 600s on the 
SATs go in and take them [for her] . . . I understand punishing her, but I don’t think her life should 
be ruined. It makes me angry. I think they should have had her come back here. . . . I don’t think 
they cared.” 


Not listening: “We were going to spend a weekend at a boys’ school and [the dean] said I understand 
you are going to do some drinking. I was just so mad... . I said, ‘I will follow the rules.’ But she 
didn’t listen. I didn’t like her getting involved in my plans, because I didn’t think that was fair.”9 


To the untrained observer, these teenage girls don’t sound exceptionally insightful. Susan seems to be 
immature and ethically clueless. She seems not to understand the seriousness of the SAT deception; she is 
indignant that the dean of her boarding school, concerned about underage girls drinking, is so “involved” in 
her plans. But Gilligan and her colleague Bernstein seem never to notice the moral shortcomings of their 
subjects. Instead they tell us that girls such as Susan and Barbara are “unsettling” conventional modes of 
thinking about morality. They credit their callow subjects with exceptional moral insight: “The convergence 
of concerns with fairness and listening in older girls, for the most part, gives rise to a moral stance of depth 
and power.” 10 Normally, say Gilligan and Bernstein, we disassociate the concepts of fairness and listening, 
but “remarkably, for these girls fairness and listening appear to be intimately related concepts.”!1 

But how remarkable is it that the girls, asked by an interviewer to say something about (a) unfairness and 
(b) not listening, got the idea that they were expected to describe instances in which they had felt that they 
were unfairly treated and their views were ignored? 


Gilligan’s sentimental, valorizing descriptions of adolescent girls are frankly absurd. Her study of 
“unfairness and not listening”—despite its charts, graphs, and tables—is a caricature of research. Most of the 
girls’ comments are entirely ordinary. Gilligan inflates their significance by reading profound meanings into 
them. 


What About Boys? 


Gilligan would have us believe that preteen girls are cognitively special. But what about boys? Do boys of 
eleven also make “outrageously wonderful statements’? Are they also spontaneous and incorruptibly frank? 
Or does Gilligan believe that, unlike girls, eleven-year-old boys are “for sale”? As boys move into 
adolescence, do they, too, suffer a loss of openness and frankness? Are they also diminished in their teen 
years? Could it be that girls’ specialness consists of their sophistication when compared with relatively clueless 
boys? 

To establish her thesis that our culture silences adolescent girls, Gilligan would need to identify some 
clear notions of candor and measures of outspokenness, then embark on a carefully designed study of 
thousands of American boys and girls. Anecdotal methods—especially anecdotal methods applied to one sex 
—cannot begin to make the case. Moreover, Gilligan does not offer even anecdotal evidence that preteen 
boys and girls differ in natural wisdom and forthrightness. 

It might actually be, then, that preteen boys are just as astute and alive as preteen girls. That would have 
several possible implications for Gilligan’s theory. Perhaps, like girls, adolescent boys are silenced and 
“forced underground.” But if that is the case, sex is not a decisive factor; instead we are dealing with the 
familiar problem of adolescent insecurity that afflicts both girls and boys, and Gilligan’s sensational claim 
that girls are at special risk would turn out to be false. 

Alternatively, it may be that omy girls “sell out” and become inarticulate and conformist; that adolescent 
boys remain independent, honest, and open interpreters of social reality. This, too, doesn't seem right; 
certainly Gilligan would reject any alternative that valorized boys as more candid and articulate than girls. 

Unlike Gilligan, the rest of us enjoy the option of avoiding gender politics and returning to the 
conventional view that normal girls and boys do not differ significantly in respect to astuteness and candor. 
Both pass from childhood to adolescence by becoming less narcissistic, more reflective, and less sure about 
their grasp of the complex world that is opening up to them. Leaving junior high school, both boys and girls 
emerge from a “know-it-all” stage into a more mature stage in which they begin to appreciate that there is a 
vast amount they do not know. If so, it is not true that “girls start not knowing what they had known,” but 
rather that most older children of both sexes quite sensibly go through a period of realizing that what they 
thought they knew may not be true at all—and that there is a lot out there to be learned. 

When the Times article appeared, Gilligan had not yet studied boys. The article gave the impression that 
boys, beneficiaries of the male-voiced culture, were doing comparatively well. A few years later, Gilligan 
would announce that boys, too, were victims of the dominant culture, forced in early childhood to adopt 
masculine stereotypes that cause a host of ills, including their own loss of “voice.” But in the early nineties, 
her focus was exclusively girls. 

Prose did not deem Gilligan’s neglect of boys a failing. On the contrary, she treated it as a virtue: “By 
concentrating on girls, the project’s new studies avoid the muddle of gender comparisons and the issue of 
whether boys experience a similar ‘moment of resistance.’ Gilligan and her colleagues are simply telling us 
how girls sound at two proximate but radically dissimilar stages of growing up.”!2 What Prose considered a 
muddle to be avoided is, however, clearly a crucial part of any research on adolescent development. For 
how, in the absence of comparative studies, can we possibly know whether what Gilligan described is specific 


to girls? 

Gilligan might at least have warned Prose of the limitations of her findings. Quite apart from Gilligan’s 
scholarly obligation to give us a comprehensive picture of adolescence as a backdrop for her assertions about 
girls, she should have taken care that the public was not misled. Instead, her inattention to boys invited the 
conclusion that girls were in distress because the system was biased in favor of boys. And indeed, many of her 
readers (including some who are in charge of important women’s organizations) did take Gilligan’s research 
as surefire proof that our society favors boys and shortchanges girls. 


The Girl Crisis 


Popular writers, electrified by Gilligan’s discovery, began to see evidence of the crisis everywhere. Anna 
Quindlen, who was then a New York Times columnist, recounted in a 1990 column how Gilligan’s research 
had cast an ominous shadow on the celebration of her daughter’s second birthday: “My daughter is ready to 
leap into the world, as though life were chicken soup and she a delighted noodle. The work of Professor 
Carol Gilligan of Harvard suggests that some time after the age of 11 this will change, that even this lively 
little girl will pull back [and] shrink.” 13 

The country’s adolescent girls were both pitied and exalted. The novelist Carolyn See wrote in the 
Washington Post Book World in 1994, “The most heroic, fearless, graceful, tortured human beings in this 
land must be girls from the ages of 12 to 15.”14 In the same vein, American University professors Myra and 
David Sadker in Failing at Fairness predicted the fate of a lively six-year-old on top of a playground slide: 
“There she stood on her sturdy legs, with her head thrown back and her arms flung wide. As ruler of the 
playground, she was at the very zenith of her world.” But all would soon change: “If the camera had 
photographed the girl . . . at twelve instead of six . . . she would have been looking at the ground instead of 
the sky; her sense of self-worth would have been an accelerating downward spiral.”15 In Mary Pipher’s 1994 
Reviving Ophelia, by far the most successful of the girl-crisis books, girls undergo a fiery demise. “Just as 
planes and ships disappear mysteriously into the Bermuda Triangle, so do the selves of girls go down in 
droves. They crash and burn.”!6 

The description of America’s teenage girls as silenced, tortured, and otherwise personally diminished was 
(and is) indeed dismaying. But no real evidence has ever been offered to support it. Scholars who abide by 
the conventional protocols of social science research describe adolescent girls in far more positive terms. 
Anne Petersen, a former professor of adolescent development and pediatrics at the University of Minnesota 
(now at the University of Michigan), reports the consensus of researchers working in adolescent psychology: 
“It is now known that the majority of adolescents of both genders successfully negotiate this developmental 
period without any major psychological or emotional disorder, develop a positive sense of personal identity, 
and manage to forge adaptive peer relationships with their families.”17 Daniel Offer, a (now retired) 
professor of psychiatry at Northwestern, concurs. He refers to a “new generation of studies” that find 80 
percent of adolescents to be normal and well adjusted.18 

Gilligan offered little in the way of conventional evidence to support her alarming findings. Indeed, it is 
hard to imagine what sort of empirical research could establish large such claims. But, after the Times article, 
she quickly attracted powerful allies. None would prove more important than the Ms. Foundation and the 
American Association of University Women. With their help, the allegedly fragile and demoralized state of 


American adolescent girls would achieve the status of a national emergency. 


Seven Women and a Fax Machine 


Marie Wilson, then president of the Ms. Foundation, has described the impact of Gilligan’s findings on her 
staff: “The research on girls struck a chord (perhaps a nerve) with the women at the Ms. organization. It 
resonated deeply and profoundly.” 19 Gilligan would soon come down from her ivory tower to discuss her 
research with Wilson. Wilson recalls their first meeting: “The two of us met soon after the [ New York Times 
Magazine] article appeared. The more we talked, the more we became determined to get this information 
out to the world.” 

So Gilligan, who had herself described her findings as “new and fragile,” nevertheless joined Ms. staffers 
in their mission to alert the world to the plight of girls. Together they searched for solutions. Marie Wilson 
writes, “Ihe more we read and learned, and the more we collaborated with the Harvard researchers, the 
more often we said: Yes, that was me—confident at 11, confused at 16... . What if this confidence could be 
tapped—and maintained? What if girls didn’t have to lose self-esteem? Our blood quickened.”20 

The mood at Ms. was tense but excited. What should be done to help stem the terrible drain of girls’ self- 
confidence? It was in pondering this question that Wilson, Gilligan, and Nell Merlino, a public relations 
specialist, hit on the idea of a school holiday exclusively for girls. What became Take Our Daughters to 
Work Day was designed to achieve two purposes. First, an unprecedented girls-only holiday (the boys would 
stay in school) would raise public awareness about the precarious state of girls’ self-esteem. Second, it would 
address that problem by taking a dramatic step to alleviate the drain of confidence girls suffer. As Ms. 
explained: for one day, at least, girls would feel “visible, valued and heard.”21 

Looking back to the beginnings of a school holiday now observed by millions, Wilson and Gilligan are 
understandably self-congratulatory: “Miracle of miracles, seven women and a fax machine at the Ms. 
Foundation for Women pulled off the largest public education campaign in the history of the women’s 
movement. In a nutshell, that’s how Take Our Daughters to Work Day was born.”22 

Gilligan’s description of the grim fate of American girls’ self-esteem is central to the rationale for 
Daughters’ Day. Here is the sort of information the Ms. sponsors included in the information packet: “Talk 
to an eight-, nine-, or ten-year-old girl. Chances are she'll be BURSTING WITH ENERGY. . . . Young 
girls are confident, lively, ENTERPRISING, straightforward—and bent on doing great things in the 
world.”23 But, the guide points out, this does not last: “Harvard Project members found that by age 12 or 
13 many girls start censoring vital parts of themselves—their honesty, insights, and anger—to conform to 
cultural norms for women. What has happened? Gilligan described girls coming up against a ‘wall’—the wall 
of culture that values women less than men.”24 


An American Tragedy 


Gilligan’s ideas also had special resonance with leaders of the venerable and politically influential American 
Association of University Women (AAUW). Officers at the AAUW were reported to be “intrigued and 
alarmed” by Gilligan’s findings. 25 “Wanting to know more,” they quickly commissioned a study from the 
polling firm Greenberg-Lake. With help from Gilligan, the pollsters asked 3,000 children (2,400 girls and 
600 boys in grades four through ten) about their self-perceptions. In 1991 the AAUW announced the 
disturbing results in a report titled Shortchanging Girls, Shortchanging America: “Girls aged eight and nine 
are confident, assertive, and feel authoritative about themselves. Yet most emerge from adolescence with a 
poor self-image, constrained views of their future and their place in society, and much less confidence about 
themselves and their abilities.”2¢ 

Anne Bryant, then executive director of the AAUW and an expert in public relations, organized a media 
campaign to spread the word: “What happens to girls during their school years is an unacknowledged 
American tragedy. . . . By the time girls finish high school, their doubts have crowded out their dreams.” 27 


Newspapers and magazines around the country carried reports that girls were being adversely affected by 
gender bias that eroded their self-esteem. Sharon Schuster, at the time the president of the AAUW, candidly 
explained to the New York Times why the association had undertaken the research in the first place: “We 
wanted to put some factual data behind our belief that girls are getting shortchanged in the classroom.”28 

As the AAUW’s self-esteem study was making headlines, Science News, which has been supplying 
information on scientific and technical developments to newspapers since 1922, reported the skeptical 
reaction of leading specialists on adolescent development.29 The late Roberta Simmons, a professor of 
sociology at the University of Pittsburgh (described by Science News as “director of the most ambitious 
longitudinal study of adolescent self-esteem to date”), said that her research showed nothing like the 
substantial gender gap described by the AAUW. According to Simmons, “Most kids come through the years 
from 10 to 20 without major problems and with an increasing sense of self-esteem.”30 But the doubts of 
Simmons and several other prominent experts were not reported in the hundreds of news stories that the 
Greenberg-Lake study generated.31 

Ironically, Gilligan’s portrait of adolescent girls “losing their voice” did not agree with the findings of the 
AAUW self-esteem research—research she herself helped design. In that survey of children aged nine to 
fifteen, 57 percent of students said teachers call on girls more and 59 percent said that teachers pay more 
attention to girls.32 One question in the AAUW survey specifically tested Gilligan’s hypothesis: “Do you 
think of yourself as someone who keeps quiet or someone who speaks out?”33 Among elementary school 
girls, 41 percent said they speak out; for high school girls the number went up to 56 percent. For boys, the 
reverse was true: 59 percent of elementary school boys said they speak out, but by high school they were 1 
point behind girls, at 55 percent. These differences are small and well within the margin of error for this 
survey of 2,942 students (2,350 girls and 592 boys), but the results should have prompted Gilligan to ask 
herself whether her claim that girls increasingly lose confidence as they move into adolescence was tenable. 

The AAUW quickly commissioned a second study, How Schools Shortchange Girls. This one, conducted 
by the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women and released in 1992, asserted a direct causal 
relationship between girls’ alleged second-class status in the nations’ schools and deficiencies in their self- 
esteem. Carol Gilligan’s girl crisis was thus transformed into a civil rights issue: girls were the victims of 
widespread discrimination. “The implications are clear,” the AAUW said. “The system must change.”34 

Education Week reported that the AAUW spent $100,000 for the second study and $150,000 promoting 
it.35 With great fanfare, How Schools Shortchange Girls was released to the remarkably credulous media. A 
1992 page-one article for the New York Times by Susan Chira was typical of coverage throughout the 
country. The headline read “Bias Against Girls Is Found Rife in Schools, with Lasting Damage.” 36 The piece 
was later reproduced by the AAUW and sent out as part of a fund-raising package. Chira had not 
interviewed a single critic of the study. 

A few years later, when the academic plight of boys was making itself known, I called Chira and asked 
about the way she had handled the AAUW study. Would she write her article the same way today? No, she 
said, pointing out that we have since learned much more about boys’ problems in school. Why had she not 
canvassed dissenting opinions? She explained that she had been traveling when the AAUW study came out, 
and was on a short deadline. Yes, perhaps she had relied too much on the AAUW’s report. She had tried to 
reach Diane Ravitch, a former US Assistant Secretary of Education and a known critic of women’s-advocacy 
findings, but without success. 

Six years after the release of How Schools Shortchange Girls, the New York Times ran a story that raised 
questions about its validity. This time the reporter, Tamar Lewin, did reach Diane Ravitch, who told her, 
“That [1992] AAUW report was just completely wrong. What was so bizarre is that it came out right at the 
time that girls had just overtaken boys in almost every area. It might have been the right story twenty years 


earlier, but coming out when it did, it was like calling a wedding a funeral. . . . There were all these special 
programs put in place for girls, and no one paid any attention to boys.”37 

One of the many things about which the report was wrong was the famous “call-out” gap. According to 
the AAUW, “In a study conducted by the Sadkers, boys in elementary and middle school called out answers 
eight times more often than girls. When boys called out, teachers listened. But when girls called out, they 
were told ‘raise your hand if you want to speak.’ ”38 

But the Sadker data is missing—and meaningless, to boot. In 1994 Amy Saltzman, of U.S. News @ 
World Report, asked David Sadker for a copy of the research backing up the eight-to-one call-out claim. 
Sadker said that he had presented the findings in an unpublished paper at a symposium sponsored by the 
American Educational Research Association; neither he nor the AERA had a copy.39 Sadker conceded to 
Saltzman that the ratio may have been inaccurate. Indeed, Saltzman cited an independent study by Gail 
Jones, an associate professor of education at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, which found 
that boys called out only twice as often as girls. Whatever the accurate number is, no one has shown that 
permitting a student to call out answers in the classroom confers any kind of academic advantage. What does 
confer advantage is a student’s attentiveness. Boys are less attentive—which could explain why some teachers 
might call on them more or be more tolerant of call-outs.40 

Despite the errors, the campaign to persuade the public that girls were being diminished personally and 
academically was a spectacular success. The Sadkers described an exultant Anne Bryant, of the AAUW, 
telling her friends, “I remember going to bed the night our report was issued, totally exhilarated. When | 
woke up the next morning, the first thought in my mind was, ‘Oh, my God, what do we do next?’ "41 
Political action came next, and here, too, girls’ advocates were successful. 

The National Council for Research on Women reported on the next major victory in its 1993 newsletter: 


Last year a report by the American Association of University Women (AAUW) documented serious 
inequities in education for girls and women. As a result of that work, an omnibus package of 
legislation, The Gender Equity in Education Act (HR 1793), was recently introduced in the House of 
Representatives. . . . The introduction of HR 1793 is a milestone for demonstrating valuable linkages 
between feminist research and policy in investigating gender discrimination in education.42 


The Gender Equity Act enjoyed strong bipartisan support and became law in 1994. According to the act, 
“Excellence in education . . . cannot be achieved without educational equity for women and girls.” It 
provided millions of dollars for equity workshops, training materials, and girl-enhancing curriculum 
development. The AAUW lobbied vigorously for the legislation. But, as the New York Times would report 
in a 2002, “Ms. Gilligan is often cited as an impetus behind the 1994 Gender Equity in Education Act.”43 


The Myth Unraveling 


By the late 1990s the myth of the downtrodden girl was showing some signs of unraveling, and concern over 
boys was growing. In November 1997, the Public Education Network (PEN), a council of organizations 
that support public schools, sponsored a conference entitled Gender, Race and Student Achievement. The 
conference's honored celebrities were Carol Gilligan and Cornel West, who at the time was a professor of 
Afro-American studies and philosophy of religion at Harvard University. Gilligan talked about how girls and 
women “lose their voice,” how they “go underground” in adolescence, and how women teachers are 
“absent,” having been “silenced” within the “patriarchal structure” that governs our schools. Cornel West 
spoke of having had to overcome his own feelings of “male supremacy.” 


Even at this most politically correct of gatherings, the serious deficits of boys kept surfacing. On the first 
day of the conference, during a special three-hour session, the PEN staff announced the results of a new 
teacher/student survey entitled The Metropolitan Life Survey of the American Teacher 1997: Examining 
Gender Issues in Public Schools. The survey was funded by Metropolitan Life Insurance Company as part of 
its American Teacher series and conducted by Louis Harris and Associates.44 

During a three-month period in 1997 various questions about gender equity were asked of 1,306 
students and 1,035 teachers in grades seven through twelve. The MetLife study had no doctrinal ax to grind. 
What it found contradicted most of the findings of Gilligan, the AAUW, the Sadkers, and the Wellesley 
College Center for Research on Women: “Contrary to the commonly held view that boys are at an 
advantage over girls in school, girls appear to have an advantage over boys in terms of their future plans, 
teachers’ expectations, everyday experiences at school and interactions in the classroom.”45 

The MetLife study also asked students to respond to the statement “I feel that teachers do not listen to 
what I have to say.” Thirty-one percent of boys but only 19 percent of girls said the statement was “mostly 
true.”46 If Gilligan is right, we should expect more than 19 percent of girls to feel ignored, and certainly 
more girls than boys. Some other conclusions from the MetLife study: Girls are more likely than boys to see 
themselves as college-bound and more likely to want a good education. 

At the PEN conference, Nancy Leffert, a child psychologist then at the Search Institute in Minneapolis, 
reported the results of a survey that she and colleagues had recently completed of more than 99,000 children 
in grades six through twelve.47 The children were asked about what the researchers call “developmental 
assets.” The Search Institute identified forty critical assets—“building blocks for healthy development.” Half 
of these are external, such as a supportive family and adult role models, and half are internal, such as 
motivation to achieve, a sense of purpose in life, and interpersonal confidence. Leffert explained, somewhat 
apologetically, that girls were ahead of boys with respect to thirty-seven out of forty assets. By almost every 
significant measure of well-being, girls had the better of boys: they felt closer to their families and had higher 
aspirations, stronger connections to school, and even superior assertiveness skills. Leffert concluded her talk 
by saying that in the past she had referred to girls as fragile or vulnerable, but that the survey “tells me that 
girls have very powerful assets.” 

The Horatio Alger Association of Distinguished Americans, founded in 1947 and devoted to promoting 
and afhrming individual initiative and “the American dream,” releases annual back-to-school surveys. 48 Its 
survey for 1998 contrasted two groups of students: the “highly successful” (approximately 18 percent of 
American students) and the “disillusioned” (approximately 15 percent). The successful students work hard, 
choose challenging classes, make schoolwork a top priority, get good grades, participate in extracurricular 
activities, and feel that teachers and administrators care about them and listen to them. According to the 
association, the successful group in the 1998 survey is 63 percent female and 37 percent male. The 
disillusioned students are pessimistic about their future, get low grades, and have little contact with teachers. 
The disillusioned group could accurately be characterized as demoralized. According to the Alger 
Association, “Nearly seven out of ten are male.”49 

Finally, in 2000, the Department of Education published its comprehensive analysis of gender and 
education, Trends in Educational Equity of Girls and Women. According to the report, “There is evidence 
that the female advantage in school performance is real and persistent.”50 Not only did girls earn better 
grades, take more rigorous courses, have far better reading and writing abilities, and hold higher academic 
aspirations, they were also somewhat more willing to speak out. When thousands of students were asked if 
they would be willing to “make a public statement at a meeting,” more girls than boys at every grade level 
answered “yes” (83 percent of boys and 87 percent of girls among twelfth graders).51 Contrary to Carol 
Gilligan’s claims, girls appear to become more confident about speaking out as they move from early to late 


adolescence. 

Gilligan’s theory would suffer another devastating blow from Susan Harter, a psychologist at the 
University of Denver. Using the common notion of voice as “having a say,” “speaking one’s mind,” and 
“feeling listened to” and applying relatively objective measures, Harter and her colleagues tested the claims 
that adolescent girls have a lower “level of voice” than boys and that girls’ level of voice drops sometime 
between the ages of eleven and seventeen. 

In one study, “Level of Voice Among Female and Male High School Students,” Harter and her 
colleagues distributed a questionnaire to 307 middle-class students in a high school in Aurora, Colorado 
(165 females, 142 males). The students were asked whether they felt they were able to “express their 
opinions,” “say what is on their minds,” and “express their point of view.” Harter concludes, “Findings 
revealed no gender differences nor any evidence that voice declines in female adolescents.”52 

In a second study, “Lack of Voice as a Manifestation of False Self-Behavior Among Adolescents,” 53 
Harter and her associates looked at responses of approximately nine hundred male and female students from 
grades six to twelve to see if they could find evidence of a decline in female expressiveness. Their conclusion: 
“Gilligan’s argument is that girls in our society are particularly vulnerable to loss of voice. . . . Our cross- 
sectional data revealed no significant mean differences associated with grade level for either gender, nor are 
there even any trends, in either the co-educational or all-girl schools.”54 

Harter admires Gilligan and is careful to say that these studies are inconclusive and that Gilligan’s 
predictions about loss of voice may be true in certain domains for a certain subset of girls. She also suggests 
that more in-depth interviews might lend support to Gilligan’s claims that girls struggle more with conflicts 
over authenticity and voice. But for the time being, Harter cautions “against making generalizations about 
gender differences in voice.”55 

Gilligan is the matron saint of the girl-crisis movement. Without her, there would have been no 
Daughters’ Day, no AAUW self-esteem study, and no Gender Equity in Education Act. Yet her thesis about 
a nation of silenced and diminished girls was a chimera. Why was her research taken so seriously? Why were 
the women’s groups moved to “get this information out to the world”? 

For one thing, her message was music to orthodox feminist ears: not only women but girls were being 
silenced in our male culture. More important, Gilligan was not just another activist deploring patriarchal 
oppression. She was a Harvard professor who had authored a classic book on women’s psychology— Jn a 
Different Voice. She offered the women’s groups something powerful and new—the cachet of university 
science. Here was a high-powered scholar telling us that girls were being crushed. And she had “data” to 
prove it. 

For a better understanding of the manufactured crisis, and for a ringside view of the phenomenon of faux 
social science, it is worth carefully considering Gilligan’s brilliant early career. 


“Landmark Research” 


In 1984 Carol Gilligan published her book on women’s distinctive moral psychology— In a Different Voice. 
Its success was dazzling. It sold more than seven hundred thousand copies and has been translated into 
sixteen languages. A reviewer at Vogue explained its appeal: “[Gilligan] flips old prejudices against women on 
their ears. She reframes qualities regarded as women’s weaknesses and shows them to be human strengths. It 
is impossible to consider [her] ideas without having your estimation of women rise.”5¢6 

Journalists routinely used words like “groundbreaking” or “landmark research” to describe In a Different 
Voice. Because of that book, Gilligan was Ms. magazine's Woman of the Year in 1984, and Time put her on 
its short list of most influential Americans in 1996. In 1997 she received the $250,000 Heinz Award for 


“transforml[ing] the paradigm for what it means to be human.” In 2000, Jane Fonda was moved to donate 
$12.5 million to Harvard for a new Center on Gender and Education—devoted to advancing the research 
of Carol Gilligan. For Fonda, [n a Different Voice was life-changing. As she said in a speech at the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education, “I know what Professor Gilligan writes about. I know it in my skin, in my 
gut, as well as in my voice.”57 

Francine Prose noted in her 1990 New York Times Magazine story that In a Different Voice had made 
Gilligan “the object of almost cult-like veneration” with readers, journalists, and activists. By contrast, said 
Prose, it “provoked intense hostility” on the part of academics. Why the hostility? For one thing, most of 
Gilligan’s research on women’s loss of voice consists of anecdotes based on a small number of interviews. 
Her data are otherwise unavailable for review, giving rise to some reasonable doubts about their merits and 
persuasiveness. Transforming the paradigm for what it means to be human would certainly be an admirable 
feat—but scholars want to see the supporting evidence. 

In a Different Voice offered the provocative thesis that men and women have distinctly different ways of 
reasoning about moral quandaries. Relying on data from three studies she had conducted, Gilligan found 
that women tend to make moral decisions based on an “ethic of care.” When reasoning about right and 
wrong, they focus on their responsibilities and connections to others. For women, according to Gilligan, 
morality tends to be contextual, personal, and motivated by concern rather than duty. Men, by contrast, are 
more likely to deploy an “ethic of justice,” with a focus on individual rights and abstract principles. Male 
moral reasoning is impersonal, separate-from-others, and focused on noninterference, rights, and duties. 
Gilligan argued further that women’s moral style (their “different voice”) had been denigrated by 
professional psychologists. She complained that the entire fields of psychology and moral philosophy had 
been built on studies that excluded or depreciated women’s moral orientation. According to Gilligan, 
women’s culture of nurture and care and their habits of peaceful accommodation could be the salvation of a 
world governed by hypercompetitive males and their habits of abstract moral reasoning. 

The book received a mixed reaction from feminists. Some—such as the philosophers Virginia Held and 
Sara Ruddick, and those in various fields who would come to be known as “difference feminists’—were 
excited by the idea that women were different from, and quite probably better than, men. But other 
academic feminists attacked Gilligan for reinforcing stereotypes about women as nurturers and caretakers. 

Many academic psychologists, feminist and nonfeminist alike, found Gilligan’s specific claims about 
distinct male and female moral orientations unpersuasive and without empirical support. Lawrence Walker, 
of the University of British Columbia, has reviewed 108 studies of sex differences in solving moral problems. 
He concluded in a 1984 review article in Child Development that “sex differences in moral reasoning in late 
adolescence and youth are rare.”58 In 1987 three psychologists at Oberlin College attempted to test 
Gilligan’s hypothesis: they administered a moral-reasoning test to 101 students (males and females) and 
concluded, “There were no reliable sex differences . . . in the directions predicted by Gilligan.”59 Concurring 
with Walker, the Oberlin researchers pointed out that “Gilligan failed to provide acceptable empirical 
support for her model.” 

The thesis of In a Different Voice is based on three studies Gilligan conducted: the “college student study,” 
the “abortion decision study,” and the “rights and responsibilities study.” Here is how Gilligan described the 
last: 


This study involved a sample of males and females matched for age, intelligence, education, 
occupation, and social class at nine points across the life cycle: ages 6-9, 11, 15, 19, 22, 25-27, 35, 
45, and 60. From a total sample of 144 (8 males and 8 females at each age), including a more 
intensively interviewed subsample of 36 (2 males and 2 females at each age), data were collected on 


conceptions of self and morality, experiences of moral conflicts and choice, and judgments of 
hypothetical moral dilemmas. 


This description is all we ever learn about the mechanics of the study, which seems to have no proper 
name; it was never published, never peer-reviewed. It was, in any case, very small in scope and in number of 
subjects. And the data are tantalizingly inaccessible. In September 1998, my research assistant, Elizabeth 
Bowen, called Gilligan’s office and asked where she could find copies of the three studies that were the basis 
for In a Different Voice. Gilligan’s assistant, Tatiana Bertsch, told her that they were unavailable and not in 
the public domain; because of the sensitivity of the data (especially the abortion study), the information had 
been kept confidential. Asked where the studies were now kept, Bertsch explained that the original data were 
being prepared to be placed in a Harvard library: “They are physically in the office. We are in the process of 
sending them to the archives at the Murray Center.” 

In October 1998, Hugh Liebert, a sophomore at Harvard who had been my intern the previous summer, 
spoke to Bertsch. She told him that the data would not be available until the end of the academic year, 
adding, “They have been kept secret because the issues [raised in the study] are so sensitive.” She suggested 
that he check back occasionally. He tried again in March. ‘This time she informed him, “They will not be 
available anytime soon.” Several months later he sent an email message directly to Gilligan, and received this 
reply from Bertsch: 


None of the Jn a Different Voice studies have been published. We are in the process of donating the 
college student study to the Murray Research Center at Radcliffe, but that will not be completed for 
another year, probably. At this point Professor Gilligan has no immediate plans of donating the 
abortion or the rights and responsibilities studies. Sorry that none of what you are interested in is 
available. 


Brendan Maher is a professor emeritus at Harvard University and a former chairman of the psychology 
department. I told him about the inaccessibility of Gilligan’s data and the explanation that their sensitive 
nature precluded public dissemination. He laughed and said, “It would be extraordinary to say [that one’s 
data] are too sensitive for others to see.” He pointed out that there are standard methods for handling 
confidential materials in research. Names are left out but raw scores are reported, “so others can see if they 
can replicate your study.” You also must disclose such details as how you chose your subjects, how the 
interviews were recorded, and the method by which you derived meaning from them (your coding system). 
There is a real risk of bias and prejudice in coding, so it is critical to have two or three people code the same 
interview to see if you have “interrater reliability.” Even with all these controls, there is no guarantee your 
research is significant or accurate. But, said, Maher, “without them, what do you have?” 

What you have are unpublished, unexamined, uncriticized data that are nevertheless deemed to be of 
such historical importance to merit being donated to a prestigious Harvard research center for posterity. No 
doubt Gilligan will insist on continued confidentiality.60 

Over the years, scholars have criticized Gilligan for her cavalier way with research data. In 1986, then 
Tufts University professor Zella Luria commented on the elusive character of Gilligan’s “studies”: “One is 
left with the knowledge that there were some studies involving women and sometimes men and that women 
were somehow sampled and somehow interviewed on some issues. . . . Somehow the data were sifted and 
somehow yielded a clear impression that women could be powerfully characterized as caring and 
interrelated. This is an exceedingly intriguing proposal, but it is not yet substantiated as a research 
conclusion.”61 


In 1991, Faye Crosby, a Smith College psychologist (now at the University of California, Santa Cruz), 
rebuked Gilligan for creating this “illusion of data”: “Gilligan referred throughout her book to the 
information obtained in her studies, but did not present any tabulations. Indeed, she never quantified 
anything. The reader never learns anything about 136 of the 144 people from the third study, as only 8 are 
quoted in the book. One probably does not have to be a trained researcher to worry about this tactic.”62 

These are serious complaints of a type that, in disciplines that respect scholarly standards, have been 
known to lead to censure or worse. Why has so little notice been taken of the scarcity of Gilligan’s evidence? 
I see at least two explanations. First of all, in the Harvard School of Education, where Gilligan held her 
professorship, the standards for acceptable research are very different from those in other Harvard 
departments. Second, Gilligan writes on “gender theory,” which immediately confers ideological sensitivity 
on her findings. The political climate makes it very awkward for anyone (especially a man) to criticize her. 
Apart from the small group of feminist critics who bristled at her suggestion that men and women are 
different, few academics have dared to suggest that the empress had no clothes. 

Gilligan’s defenders will argue that to criticize her for her shortcomings as an empirical psychologist is to 
miss the point. The true power of Jn a Different Voice, they say, has little to do with proving this or that 
claim about male and female behavior. It is groundbreaking research because it advanced the idea that past 
psychological research was largely a male-centered discipline based on the experiences of only half the human 
race. Gilligan revolutionized modern psychology by introducing women’s voices into a social science 
tradition that had systematically ignored them. 

There is merit to this argument. Gilligan was not the first to urge that women be studied directly, rather 
than by way of male models, but she was more effective than anyone at getting that message through to both 
scholars and the wider public. For this she deserves credit. Moreover, at a time (in the early 1980s) when 
women’s scholarship was blinkered by the dogma that men and women were cognitively interchangeable, 
Gilligan’s “difference feminism” was refreshing. But her specific and much-celebrated claim about women’s 
distinctive moral voice turns out to be nothing more than a seductive hypothesis, without evidential basis. 

With the success of Jn a Different Voice and with the considerable resources available to her at Harvard, 
Gilligan might have gone on to answer her scholarly critics. She might have refined her thesis about male 
and female differences in moral reasoning and done the genuine research scholars expected of her. She might 
have tried to put her purported discoveries on a scientific footing. But that is not what she did. In the years 
following publication of Jn a Different Voice, Gilligan’s methods remained anecdotal and impressionistic, 
with increasingly heavy doses of psychoanalytic theorizing and gender ideology.©3 Her research on 
adolescent girls in Making Connections is a case in point. The gloomy picture of adolescent girls that she 
presented to Ms., the AAUW, and a concerned public is every bit as distorted as any ever presented by social 
scientists using (in Gilligan’s words) “androcentric and patriarchal norms.”64 

Gilligan is unruffled by scholarly criticism and shows few signs of changing her research methods. She 
boldly insists that to give in to the demand for conventional evidence would be to give in to the standards of 
the “dominant culture” she is criticizing. She justifies her lack of scientific proof for her large claims quoting 
the late poet Audre Lorde: “The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.”65 

Lorde’s remark is often used to fend off “masculinist” criticism of unscientific feminist methods. One 
might well ask, especially if one’s research is part of a larger antipatriarchal project aimed at “dismantling the 
master’s house,” what better way to accomplish that end than by using the master’s own tools? More to the 
point, Gilligan’s justification for deserting sound scientific method in establishing her claims is deeply anti- 
intellectual. She seems to be saying, I don’t /ave to play by the rules; the men wrote them. That rejection of 
conventional scientific standards simply will not do: if Gilligan feels justified in abandoning the methods of 
social science, she has to critique them. She should tell us what’s wrong with them and show us a better set of 


tools. 


Conclusion 


The New York Times Magazine profile that played so large a role in popularizing Gilligan’s views described 
her as having a “Darwinian sense of mission to excavate the hidden chambers of a common buried past.” 66 
Gilligan herself is not averse to the comparison with Darwin. When Education Week asked me what | 
thought of Gilligan’s work and claims, I said, “P’m not sure what she does has much status as social science.” 
Education Week reported Gilligan’s response to my remarks: “[I]f quantitative studies are the only kind that 
qualify as ‘research, then Charles Darwin, the father of evolutionary theory, would not be considered a 
researcher. 67 

Gilligan actually sees herself as pursuing a Darwinian method of inquiry. She informs us that when she 
read Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle, she wondered if she “could find some place like the Galapagos Islands” 
to do her research in developmental psychology.©8 And she did: “I went to my own version of the Galapagos 
Islands with a group of colleagues. . . . We travelled to girls in search of the origins of women’s 
development.” 

Even a casual look at Gilligan’s contributions suggests that she should not be comparing herself to 
Darwin. Darwin openly presented masses of data and invited criticism. His main thesis has been confirmed 
by countless observations of the fossil record. By contrast, no one has been able to replicate even the three 
secret studies that were the basis for Gilligan’s central claims in her most influential work, /n a Different 
Voice. In 2012, the Boston Globe reviewed the history of Gilligan’s “feminist classic.” Its verdict: “Today, Jn 
a Different Voice has been the subject of so many rebuttals that it is no longer taken seriously as an academic 
work,”69 

Gilligan’s writings on silenced girls, the limits of “androcentric and patriarchal norms,” and the hazards of 
Western culture are not science or scholarship. They are, at best, eccentric social criticism. Yet by borrowing 
the prestige of academic science, her theories persuaded parents, educators, political officials, and women’s 
activists that girls are being diminished and led them to policies that have indeed diminished boys. 

But that is only half the problem. In 1995, Gilligan and her colleagues at the Harvard School of 
Education inaugurated the Harvard Project on Women’s Psychology, Boys’ Development and the Culture 
of Manhood. Within a year, she announced the discovery of a crisis among boys even worse than the one 
afflicting girls. “Girls’ psychological development in patriarchy involves a process of eclipse that is even more 
total for boys.”79 She and her colleagues would soon focus on liberating boys from the mask of masculinity. 
The war against boys was about to intensify. 


D 
Gilligan’s Island 


In 1996, Carol Gilligan announced the need for a revolution in how we raise boys. The stakes are high, she 


said. She called for a new pedagogy to free boys from an errant masculinity that is endangering civilization: 
“After a century of unparalleled violence, at a time when violence has become appalling . . . [w]e understand 
better the critical importance of emotional intimacy and vulnerability.” 1 Gilligan asked us to reflect on these 
vital questions: “What if the equation of civilization with patriarchy were broken? What if boys did not 
psychologically disconnect from women and dissociate themselves from vital parts of relationships?”2 

But those who followed Gilligan’s earlier claims and campaigns might pose different questions: What if 
her studies of boys are a travesty of scientific inquiry? What if the programs and policies she recommends do 
more harm than good? What can be done to protect boys from the trusting educators who faithfully accept 
Gilligan’s theories? 


“Masculinity in a Patriarchal Social Order” 


Gilligan claimed to have discovered “a startling asymmetry’—girls undergo social trauma as they enter 
adolescence. For boys, she says, the period of crisis is early childhood. Boys aged three to seven are pressured 
to “take into themselves the structure or moral order of a patriarchal civilization: to internalize a patriarchal 
voice.”3 This masculinizing process, says Gilligan, is psychologically damaging and dehumanizing. 

Gilligan’s views on masculine identity built on earlier psychological theories of female and male 
development, in particular the theories of feminist psychoanalyst Nancy Chodorow, which Gilligan made 
use of in her 1982 book, Jn a Different Voice.4 In Chodorow’s 1978 The Reproduction of Mothering, she 
argued that traditional masculine and feminine roles are rooted not so much in biology as in a self- 
perpetuating sex/gender system that is universal to human societies: “Hitherto . . . all sex/gender systems 
have been male-dominated.”5 The sex/gender system, says Chodorow, is the way society has organized 
sexuality and reproduction to perpetuate the subordination of women. ‘The system keeps women down by 
permanently assigning to them the primary care of infants and children, while men dominate the public 
sphere. 

Because mothers do most of the nurturing, all children start out life more strongly identified with their 
mothers than their fathers. That identification and attachment, says Chodorow, have profoundly different 
consequences for boys and girls. A girl grows up with a “sense of continuity and similarity to the mother.” 
Boys, on the other hand, learn that to be masculine is to be unlike their caregiver: “Women, as mothers, 
produce daughters with mothering capacities and the desire to mother. . . . By contrast, women as mothers 
produce sons whose nurturant capacities and needs have been systematically curtailed and repressed.”6 

According to Chodorow, both women and men perpetuate male supremacy by the way they socialize 
boys: “Women’s mothering in the isolated nuclear family of contemporary capitalist society” shows boys 
that nurturing is women’s work.7 This “prepares men for participation in a male-dominant family, and 
society, for their lesser emotional participation in family life, and for their participation in the capitalist 
world of work.”8 In this way, the social organization of parental roles supports a capitalist/patriarchal system 


that Chodorow finds exploitative and unfair—especially to women: “It is politically and socially important 
to confront this organization of parenting. . . . It can be changed.”9 

In a Different Voice cites Chodorow’s view that “boys, in defining themselves as masculine, separate their 
mothers from themselves, thus curtailing their ‘primary love and sense of empathetic tie.’”10 Feeling no 
corresponding need to disconnect themselves from their mothers, “girls emerge with a stronger basis for 
experiencing another’s needs or feelings as one’s own.” 11 These ideas on the different ways girls and boys 
develop—girls in “continuity” with their female nurturers, boys in forced “separation” from their nurturers 
—helped Gilligan explain why women and men should have different moral styles, with women having an 
empathetic morality of care and men having an abstract morality of duty and justice. 

Chodorow believed that males and females have the same capacity to nurture. In males this capacity is 
repressed, largely because male-dominated societies find it expedient to assign the primary nurturing role to 
girls and women. In Chodorow’s view, this social ordering of parenting not only can but should be changed. 
Permanent reform will mean a radical change in gender identities; it will require “the conscious organization 
and activity of men and women who recognize that their interests lie in transforming the social organization 
of gender.” 12 

Chodorow’s call for the transformation of the patriarchal sex/gender system and her condemnation of the 
“capitalist world of work” do not resonate today as they did in the 1970s. Her theories of child development 
and the construction of gender are dated.!3 The female propensity for nurture appears to be more than an 
artifice of culture. The more we learn about the power of hormones to shape behavior, the harder it 
becomes to think of sex differences the way Chodorow thought of them. 

Hard, but not impossible. Having read Chodorow in the 1970s, Gilligan appears to have been convinced 
that her views on the harms inflicted on children by the culture were profoundly right. Gilligan would 
repackage them, giving them the powerful support of her beguiling metaphorical prose. She was especially 
impressed with Chodorow’s idea that patriarchy dictates styles of child rearing that are responsible for 
developmental deformations in both males and females. 

Following Chodorow, Gilligan claims that boys get the message that in order to be “male”’—to become 
“one of the boys’—they must suppress those parts of themselves that are most like their mothers. Gilligan 
speaks of a “relational crisis” that very young boys undergo as part of their initiation into the patriarchy. In 
effect, says Gilligan, boys are forced to “hide [their] humanity” and submerge their best qualit[y]—their 
sensitivity.”14 Though this diminishes boys psychologically and morally, it does offer them the advantage of 
feeling superior to girls. But the male culture that enthrones the boy is dangerously aggressive and 
competitive. Boys cannot opt out of it without paying a terrible price, writes Gilligan: “If boys in early 
childhood resist the break between the inner and outer worlds, they are resisting an initiation into 
masculinity or manhood as it is defined and established in cultures that value or valorize heroism, honor, 
war, competition—the culture of the warrior, the economy of capitalism.” 15 At the same time, the process 
of masculine acculturation in the “patriarchal social order” is psychologically devastating: “To be a real boy 
or man in such a culture means to be able to hurt without feeling hurt, to separate without feeling sadness or 
loss, and then to inflict hurt and separation on others.” 16 

In 1997, the New York Times Magazine ran another admiring piece on Gilligan, an interview entitled 
“From Carol Gilligan’s Chair.” “Can we talk about your new work—your research on boys?” asked the 
interviewer. Gilligan described a boy she had observed the day before: “His face was very still. It didn’t 
register a lot of emotion. He was around 6, when boys want to become ‘one of the boys.’ They feel they 
have to separate from women. And they are not allowed to feel that separation as a real loss.”!7 To this, her 
interviewer remarked, “Sounds as if you're trying to discover in boys the reasons men feel compelled to 
adopt certain models of what it means to be a man—models that many men feel to be enslaving.” 


“That’s exactly it,” Gilligan replied. She then explained that this must be changed: “We have to build a 
culture that does not reward that separation from the person who raised them.” She said she hopes to 
develop a research method, in particular a way of relating to her boy subjects, that “will free boys’ voices, to 
create conditions that allow boys to say what they know,”!8 and allow her to learn what the boys are 
suppressing. Through her earlier studies she claims to have learned how to liberate the repressed voices of 
adolescent girls; now she hopes to repeat that feat with boys. The aim is to devise a new kind of socialization 
for boys that will make their aggressiveness and need for dominance things of the past. Gilligan envisions a 
new era in which boys will not be forced into a stereotypical masculinity that separates them from their 
nurtures but will be allowed to remain “relationally connected” to those close to them. Once boys are freed 
of oppressive gender roles, far fewer will suffer the early trauma that leads to so many disorders: “We might 
be close to a time similar to the Reformation, where the fundamental structure of authority is about to 
change.” 

Gilligan’s theory about boys’ development includes three claims: (1) Boys are being psychically deformed 
and made sick by a traumatic, forced separation from their mothers. (2) Seemingly healthy boys are cut off 
from their own feelings and damaged in their capacity to develop healthy relationships. (3) The well-being of 
society may depend on freeing boys from the culture of warriors and capitalism. Let us consider each 
proposition in turn. 


Boys and Their Mothers 


According to Gilligan, boys are at special risk in early childhood: they suffer “more stuttering, more 
bedwetting, more learning problems . . . when cultural norms pressure them to separate from their 
mother.”!9 (Sometimes she adds allergies, attention deficit disorder, and attempted suicide to the list.20) She 
does not cite any pediatric research that supports her theories about the origin of these early-childhood 
disorders. Is there a single study, for example, that shows that young males who remain intimately bonded 
with their mothers are less likely to develop allergies or wet their beds? 

Gilligan’s assertion that the “pressure of cultural norms” causes boys to separate from their mothers and 
thereby generates physical disorders has not been tested empirically. Nor does Gilligan suggest how it might 
be tested or even allow that empirical support might be called for. We are asked, in effect, to take it on her 
say-so that boys need to be protected from our warmongering, patriarchal, capitalistic culture that 
desensitizes them, submerges their humanity, undermines their mental health, and turns many into violent 
predators. 

But are boys aggressive and violent because they are psychically separated from their mothers? Thirty 
years of research suggest that it is the absence of the male parent that is more often the problem. The boys 
who are most at risk for juvenile delinquency and violence are boys who are literally separated from their 
fathers. The US Bureau of Census reports that in 1960, 5.1 million children lived with only their mothers; 
by 1996, the number was more than 16 million.2! (Today it is 24 million.22) As far back as 1965, Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan called attention to the social dangers of raising boys without the benefit of paternal 
presence. “A community that allows a large number of young men to grow up in broken families, 
dominated by women, never acquiring any stable relationship to male authority, never acquiring any 
rational expectations about the future—that community asks for and gets chaos.”23 

Elaine Kamarck of the Harvard Kennedy School, and William Galston of the University of Maryland 
and Brookings Institution, agree with Moynihan. Writing for the Progressive Policy Institute in 1990, they 
say, “The relationship [between crime and one-parent families, which are typically fatherless families] is so 
strong that controlling for family configuration erases the relationship between race and crime and between 


low income and crime. This conclusion shows up time and again in the literature.”24 

It showed up in 2004 when Cynthia Harper of the University of Pennsylvania and Sara McLanahan of 
Princeton University studied the incarceration rates of fatherless boys: “Young men who grow up in homes 
without fathers are twice as likely to end up in jail as those who come from traditional two-parent 
families. . . . Those boys whose fathers were absent from the household had double the odds of being 
incarcerated—even when other factors such as race, income, parent education and urban residence were held 
constant. ”25 

Effective fathers need not be paragons of emotional sensitivity. In fact, they may possess qualities that 
would distress gender experts at the Harvard School of Education. As sociologist David Blankenhorn 
explains in Fatherless America, the typically masculine dad who plays roughly with his kids, who teaches his 
sons to be stoical and competitive, who is often glued to the television watching football games—is in fact 
unlikely to produce a violent son. Says Blankenhorn, “There are exceptions, of course. But here is the rule. 
Boys raised by traditionally masculine fathers generally do not commit crimes. Fatherless boys commit 
crimes. ”26 

Given Gilligan’s animus toward the “patriarchal social order,” it is not surprising that her research appears 
to attach no importance to fathers. All the same, the more we learn about the reasons for juvenile aggression, 
the clearer it becomes that the progressive weakening of the family—in particular, the absence of fathers 
from the home—plays an important role. 

Restoring fathers to the home is of course nowhere on Gilligan’s to-do list. Instead, she and her Harvard 
associates concentrate on changing things like boys’ play preferences. In an interview for Education Week, 
Gilligan spoke of a moment when each little boy stands at a crossroad: “You see this picture of a little boy 
with a stuffed bunny in one hand and a Lego gun in the other. You could almost freeze-frame that moment 
in development.”27 The interviewer reports Gilligan’s comment on this crucial development period in boys’ 
lives: “If becoming a boy means becoming tough, then boys may feel at an early age that they have to hide 
the part of themselves that is more caring or stereotypically feminine.” 

Recall the suggestion of Gilligan’s colleague Elizabeth Debold (discussed in chapter 3) that it is 
superheroes and macho toys that “cause [boys] to be angry and act aggressive.” The patriarchal pressures on 
boys to hide their feminine side create the problem. This is something the Harvard team hopes to change. 

Describing the purpose of the Harvard Project on Womens Psychology, Boys’ Development and the Culture 
of Manhood, Gilligan and her codirector, Barney Brawer, state the following “working theory”: 


¢ “that the relational crisis which men typically experience in early childhood occurs for women in 
adolescence,” 

e “that this relational crisis in boys and girls involves disconnection from women which is essential to 
the perpetuation of patriarchal societies.”28 


A project that posits a crisis engulfing both boys and girls, caused by a patriarchal order that perpetuates 
itself by forcing children to disconnect from women, is not about to take a serious look at the problem of 
absent fathers. In his contribution to the statement describing the purpose of the Harvard Project, Brawer 
seeks to address this point by “adding two additional questions to Gilligan’s analysis”: 


First: How do we include in our view of boyhood and manhood not only the problems of the 
traditional model but also potential strengths? 


Second: What is the particular conundrum of boys living without fathers within a culture of 
p y g 
patriarchy? 


To the first of Brawer’s questions, the answer is, how indeed? Having identified the “traditional model” of 
manhood as the cause of the boys’ crisis, how can we now turn around to acknowledge that the traditional 
“manly” virtues (courage, honor, self-discipline, competitiveness) play a vital role in the healthy socialization 
of boys? The second question oddly hints that the problems being caused by fatherlessness are somehow due 
to the culture of patriarchy—the default villain of the piece. We can see why Brawer finds fatherlessness a 
conundrum. The puzzle is why, in a Gilliganesque world where the ills suffered by boys are caused by a male 
culture that forcibly separates boys from their mothers, the absence of fathers wouldn't be a blessing. In the 
real world, of course, fatherlessness is not a puzzle but a personal and social tragedy. 


Boys Out of Touch with Their Feelings 


Oblivious to all the factual evidence that points to paternal separation as a significant cause of aberrant 
behavior in boys, Gilligan bravely calls for a fundamental change in the rearing of boys. We must, she says, 
free young men from a destructive culture of manhood that “impedes their capacity to feel their own and 
other people's hurt, to know their own and other people's sadness.” 29 Since, as she has diagnosed it, the 
purported disorder is universal, the cure must be radical. We must change the very nature of childhood: we 
must find ways to keep boys bonded to their mothers. We must undercut the system of socialization that is 
so “essential to the perpetuation of patriarchal societies.” 

Gilligan’s views are attractive to many who believe that boys could profit by being more sensitive and 
empathetic. But before parents and educators enlist in Gilligan’s project, they would do well to note that her 
central thesis—that boys are being imprisoned by their conventional masculinity—is not a scientific 
hypothesis. It is an extravagant piece of speculative psychology of the kind that sometimes finds acceptance 
in schools of education but is not creditable in most departments of psychology. 

Gilligan talks about radically reforming “the fundamental structure of authority” by freeing boys from 
the masculine stereotypes that bind them. But in what sense are American boys unfree? Was the young Mark 
Twain or the young Teddy Roosevelt enslaved by conventional modes of boyhood? Is the average Little 
Leaguer or Cub Scout defective in the ways suggested by Gilligan? It is certainly true that a small subset of 
male children fit Gilligan’s description of being desensitized and cut off from feelings of tenderness and care. 
However, these boys are not representative of the male sex. Gilligan speaks of boys “hiding their humanity” 
and showing a capacity to “hurt without feeling hurt.” This, she maintains, is a general condition brought 
about because the vast majority of boys are forced into separation from their nurturers. But the idea that 
boys are abnormally insensitive flies in the face of everyday experience. Boys are competitive and often 
rowdy. But anyone in close contact with them—parents, grandparents, teachers, coaches, friends—gets daily 
proof of most boys’ humanity, loyalty, and compassion. 

Gilligan appears to be making the same mistake with boys that she made with girls. She observes a few 
children and interprets their problems as indicative of a deep and general malaise caused by the way our 
society imposes sex-role stereotypes on them. By adolescence, she concludes, the pressure to meet these 
stereotypes has impaired, distressed, and deformed both sexes. However, most boys are not violent. Most are 
not unfeeling or antisocial. Gilligan finds boys lacking in empathy, but does she empathize with them? 

We have yet to see a single reasonable argument for radically reforming the identities of boys and girls. As 
I argued in chapter 3, there is no reason to believe that such reform is achievable, but even if it were, the 
attempt to obtrude on boys and girls at this level of their natures is ethically questionable. 


A Good Word for the Martial Virtues 


Consider, finally, Gilligan’s criticism of how American boys are initiated into a patriarchal social order that 
valorizes heroism, honor, war, and competition. In Gilligan’s world, the military man is one of the potent 
and deplorable stereotypes that “the culture of manhood” holds up to boys as a male ideal. But her criticism 
of military culture is flawed. First, the military ethos that Gilligan castigates as insensitive and uncaring is 
probably less influential in the lives of American boys today than at most periods in our history. At the same 
time, it needs to be pointed out, our military and its culture are nothing to be ashamed of. Indeed, if you 
want to cite an American institution that inculcates high levels of human concern, cooperation, and sacrifice, 
you could aptly choose the military. 

Anyone who has firsthand knowledge of American military personnel knows that most are highly 
competent, self-disciplined, honorable, and moral men and women ready to risk their lives for their country. 
Gilligan and her followers are confused about military ethics. Yes, the military “valorizes’ honor, 
competition, and winning. Offering no reasons for impugning these values, which in fact are necessary for an 
effective life, she contents herself with insinuating that they are dehumanizing by contrast with the values she 
admires: cooperation, caring, self-sacrifice. To suggest that the military ethic promotes callousness and 
heedlessness is deeply wrong. To accuse the military of being uncaring is to ignore the selflessness and 
camaraderie that make the martial ethos so attractive to those who intensely desire to live lives of high 
purpose and service. 

The historian Stephen Ambrose, who spent half his career listening to the stories of soldiers, tells of a 
course on the Second World War he gave at the University of Wisconsin in 1996 to an overflow class of 
350. Most students were unfamiliar with the salient events of that war. According to Ambrose, “They were 
dumbstruck by descriptions of what it was like to be on the front lines. They were even more amazed by the 
responsibilities carried by junior officers . . . who were as young as they . . . they wondered how anyone 
could have done it.”30 

Ambrose tried to explain to them what brought so many men and women to such feats of courage, such 
levels of excellence. He told them it hadn't been anything abstract. It had involved two things: “unit 
cohesion’—a concern for the safety and well-being of their soldier comrades that equaled and sometimes 
exceeded their concern for their own well-being—and an understanding of the moral dimensions of the 
fight: “At the core, the American citizen soldiers knew the difference between right and wrong, and they 
didn’t want to live in a world in which wrong prevailed. So they fought, and won, and we all of us, living 
and yet to be born, must be forever profoundly grateful.”31 

What Ambrose understands and Gilligan does not is that the ethic of duty encompasses the ethic of care. 
The martial virtues of honor, duty, and self-sacrifice are caring virtues, and it is wrong to deride them as 
lesser virtues. Gilligan’s depreciation of the military is standard among certain academics. Ambrose says that 
after he finished college in the late 1950s, he too shared the anti-military, anti-business snobbery that prevails 
in many universities today. He writes: 


By the time I was a graduate student, I was full of scorn for [ex-Gls]. . . . But in fact these were the 
men who built modern America. They had learned to work together in the armed services in World 
War II. They had seen enough destruction: they wanted to construct. They built the Interstate 
Highway system, the St. Lawrence Seaway, the suburbs. . . . They had seen enough killing; they 
wanted to save lives. They licked polio and made other revolutionary advances in medicine. They had 
learned in the army the virtues of a solid organization and teamwork, and the value of individual 
initiative, inventiveness, and responsibility.32 


Gilligan’s Direction 


What are we to make of Carol Gilligan’s contribution and influence? Her earlier work on the different 
moral voices of males and females had some merit; her demand that psychologists and philosophers take into 
account the possibility that women and men have different styles of moral reasoning was original and 
interesting. As it turns out, the differences are less important than Gilligan predicted. All the same, her 
suggestive ideas on sex and moral psychology stimulated an important discussion. For that she deserves 
recognition. 

Her later work on adolescent girls and their “silenced” voices shows us a different Gilligan. Her ideas 
were successful in the sense that they inspired activists in organizations like the AAUW and the Ms. 
Foundation to go on red alert in an effort to save the nation’s “drowning and disappearing” daughters. But 
all their activism was based on a false premise: that girls were subdued, neglected, and diminished. In fact, 
the opposite was true: girls were moving ahead of boys in most of the ways that count. Gilligan’s powerful 
myth of the incredible shrinking girl did more harm than good. It patronized girls, portraying them as 
victims of the culture. It diverted attention from the academic deficits of boys. It also gave urgency and 
credibility to a specious self-esteem movement that wasted everybody’s time. 

Gilligan’s later work on boys is even more removed from reality. The myth of the emotionally repressed 
boy was taken seriously by many educators and lead to insipid, dispiriting school programs designed to get 
boys in touch with their feelings. More ominously, it lead to increasingly aggressive efforts to insist that boys 
behave more like girls—for their own sakes and for the supposed good of society. In this call for deliverance, 
Gilligan has been joined by some prominent male disciples—with their own research, extravagant claims, 
and proposals for rescuing a nation of stricken young Hamlets. 


6 
Save the Males 


On June 4, 1998, McLean Hospital, the psychiatric teaching hospital of the Harvard Medical School, 


announced the results of a new study of boys.! The press release, headlined “Adolescence Is Time of Crisis 
for Even ‘Healthy’ Boys,” reported that researchers at McLean and Harvard Medical had found that 
“psychologically ‘healthy’ middle-class boys” are anxious, alienated, lonely, and isolated —“despite appearing 
outwardly content.”2 

The study, “Listening to Boys’ Voices,” was conducted by Dr. William Pollack, codirector of the Center 
for Men at McLean Hospital and assistant clinical professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School. 
Pollack, a psychologist, had already come out with a book publicizing the report’s dismaying findings, 
entitled Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood.3 

Real Boys was moderately successful before the Columbine High School massacre in April 1999. But it 
really took off when a startled public, hungry for expert counsel on the rash of school shootings, saw in 
Pollack a confident authority. He appeared on Oprah, CBS This Morning, and Dateline NBC to explain his 
discovery that a silent crisis was engulfing American boys. He joined Vice President Al Gore on CNN’s 
Larry King Live for a program dedicated to understanding school violence. Among Pollack’s many speeches 
in the Columbine aftermath were a May 1999 keynote address to a convention of more than fourteen 
hundred Texas elementary school counselors and a June address to two thousand PTA leaders in Portland, 
Oregon.4 Referring to boys as “Ophelia’s brothers,” Pollack tried to do for boys what Carol Gilligan and 
Mary Pipher had done for girls: bring news of their diminished and damaged young lives to a large public. 
Real Boys stayed on the New York Times bestseller list for more than six months. What sort of research 
findings did Pollack provide in support of his disturbing portrait? Let’s go back to the McLean 
announcement of his discovery. The press release listed the study’s major findings. Among them: 


e “As boys mature, they feel increased pressure to conform to an aggressive dominant male stereotype, 
which leads to low self-esteem and high incidence of depression.” 
° “Boys feel significant anxiety and sadness about growing up to be men.” 


¢ “Despite appearing outwardly content, many boys feel deep feelings of loneliness and alienation.” 


We must bear in mind that Pollack is not talking about a small percentage of boys who are seriously 
disturbed and lethally dangerous. He is attributing pathology to normal boys, and his conclusions are 
expansive. “These findings,” he said, “carry massive implications for what appears to be a larger national 
crisis, one that we are now seeing can occasion serious violence.”5 This national emergency called for a major 
social reform: “The time has come to change the way boys are raised—in our homes, in our schools and in 
society. 6 

It is unusual to find such sensational claims and recommendations issued from a staid research institution 
such as McLean. McLean is routinely ranked among the top three psychiatric hospitals in the United States, 
and its research program is the best endowed and largest of any private psychiatric hospital in the country. 
Any study bearing its imprimatur receives and deserves respectful attention. But this one strained credulity. 


I requested a copy of “Listening to Boys’ Voices” from McLean. A few days later, a thirty-page typed 
manuscript arrived. It had not been published, nor was it marked as about to be published. It had none of 
the usual properties of a professional research paper. Unlike most scientific papers, which alert readers to 
their limits, Pollack’s was unabashedly extravagant, declaring that “these findings about boys are 
unprecedented in the literature of research psychology.”7 

Pollack said he had been moved to do his research on boys in great part because of the “startling findings” 
of Gilligan and others on girls, which had awakened “our nation . . . from its gender slumbers,” alerting us 
to “the plight of adolescent girls lacking for voice and a coherent sense of self. . . many sinking into a 
depressive joyless existence.” Except for Pollack’s adulatory references to Carol Gilligan and Nancy 
Chodorow for their “profound insights,” the manuscript contained not a single footnote referencing “the 
literature of research psychology” to which he was making an unprecedented addition, or any other prior 
research. And his own research, interpretations, and reporting were eerily similar to Gilligan’s loose, 
impressionistic methods. 

Pollack’s discovery of a boy crisis with national implications was based on a battery of vaguely described 
tests administered to 150 boys. He gives no explanation of how the boys had been selected or whether they 
constituted anything like a representative sample. And even if we disregard the limitations of the database, 
the findings appeared on first impression to be anything but grim and unprecedented. 

On several of the tests he and his group administered, most of the 150 boys showed themselves to be 
healthy and well-adjusted. A self-esteem test found them confident. The Beck Depression Inventory, a 
widely used psychological assessment tool, uncovered “little or no clinical depression.”8 In private interviews, 
the boys said they were close to their families and enjoyed strong friendships with both males and females. 
Something called the King & King’s Sex-Role Egalitarianism Scale found the vast majority of them agreeing 
that “there should be equal pay for equal work,” “men should share in the housework,” and “men should 
express their feelings.”9 

Pollack, however, repeatedly warns readers not to be fooled by such seemingly encouraging results. By 
interviewing boys and giving them tests that measure “unconscious attitudes,” he claims to have found a 
truer picture, one of forlorn, alienated, and unconfident boys: “The results of this study of ‘normal’ everyday 
boys were deeply disturbing. They showed that while boys on the surface pretend to be doing ‘fine,’ beneath 
the outward bravado—what I have called the ‘mask of masculinity —many of our sons are in crisis.” 10 

In one probe of the boys “deeper unconscious processes,” Pollack used a “modified” Thematic 
Apperception Test (TAT). In TAT tests, subjects are shown ambiguous pictures of people and scenes and 
asked to describe them; it is assumed that subjects will project their own hopes and fears into the pictures. 
Pollack and his colleagues presented the boys with a series of drawings and asked them to write stories about 
them. One drawing depicts a young, blond-haired boy sitting by himself in the open doorway of an old, 
wooden house. The sun is shining on the boy, but a shadow eclipses the interior of the house. Pollack was 
alarmed by the boys’ responses. 

“What was shocking,” he wrote, “was that sixty percent interpreted the picture as that of an abandoned boy, 
an isolated child or a victim of adult mistreatment”!1 (emphasis in the original). Pollack saw the children’s 
stories as corroboration for the Gilligan/Chodorow thesis about early maternal abandonment: “The high 
percentage of stories featuring themes of abandonment, loneliness, and isolation, I believe, is suggestive of 
subconscious memories of premature traumatic separation.” 12 

Pollack called his test a “modified” TAT. Modified how? He did not say. Even if it were accurate to say 
that the boys’ reaction to the picture suggested feelings of loneliness and isolation, it is quite a leap to 
attribute their response to an early separation trauma. Before concluding that the boys’ stories are the effect 
of premature independence from mothers, we would need to know whether other groups—-say, a group of 


girls or of adult female psychologists—would have similarly “shocking” reactions to Pollack’s modified 
TAT. Pollack makes no mention of control groups. In any case, before projecting his findings onto the 
entire population of American boys, he would need to establish that the boys he was testing were a 
representative sample. 

It is worth mentioning that Pollack’s claimed discovery of an early and devastating separation trauma for 
boys contradicts findings of the American Psychiatric Association. Its official diagnostic guidebook, DSM-IV, 
says that separation anxiety disorder afflicts no more than 4 percent of children and more girls than boys. 
Furthermore, the disorder does not appear to be related to a premature separation from one’s mother. 
“Children with [this disorder],” says DSM-IV, “tend to come from families that are close knit.”13 

Pollack also expressed concern about the boys’ apparent confusion about masculinity. A high percentage 
of his boys agreed with statements such as: 


e “Tt is essential for a guy to get respect.” 


¢ “Men are always ready for sex.”14 


He pointed out that these are the very same boys who said they believed “men and women deserve equal 
pay” and “boys and girls should both be allowed to express feelings.” Pollack took these responses as 
evidence that the boys are hostage to a “double standard of masculinity.” He concluded, “These boys reveal a 
dangerous psychological fissure: a split in their sense of what it means to become a man.”15 

This is unpersuasive, to put it mildly. We might well find teenage girls telling us that “it is essential for a 
girl to get respect.” As for “Men are always ready for sex,” why should any psychologist find it startling that 
adolescent boys agree with that? There is massive evidence—anthropological, psychological, even 
endocrinological, abundantly corroborated by everyday experience—that males are, on the whole, primed 
for sex and more ready to casually engage in it than females are. And this begins in adolescence. One well- 
known experiment compared male and female college students’ responses to invitations to have casual sex 
from an attractive stranger of the opposite sex. Seventy percent of males said, “Okay, let’s do it,” and almost 
all seemed comfortable with the request. Of the females, 100 percent said, “No,” and a majority felt insulted 
by the proposal.16 

To recognize that males tend to welcome sexual opportunities is not to say that boys endorse an 
exploitative promiscuity. Given the biological changes boys are undergoing, their eagerness is natural and 
not unhealthy. On the other hand, society correctly demands that they suppress what is natural in favor of 
what is moral. So most parents try to teach their sons to practice responsible restraint. Pollack regards the 
boys’ positive response to “Men are always ready for sex” as an indication that something is deeply wrong 
with them. While this response may indicate some confusion among today’s young men about right and 
wrong, nothing in it suggests any kind of psychological disorder. Pollack’s reaction tells us more about his 
own limitations as a reliable guide to the nature of boys than it does about what boys are really like. 

In sum, Pollack’s paper does not present a single persuasive piece of evidence for a national boy crisis. I 
do not know whether “Listening to Boys Voices” was ever submitted for publication in a professional 
journal. Its sparse data and its strident and implausible conclusions render it unpublishable as a scholarly 
article. 

Why did a research institute such as McLean give what amounts to a seal of approval to such dubious 
research? ‘The press release speaks of “findings” and “correlations” and gives readers the impression that 
“Listening to Boys’ Voices” is a study that meets McLean/Harvard standards for responsible, data-backed 
research. McLean requires investigators to submit research projects to a twelve-member institutional review 


board for approval. According to Geena Murphy, a member of this board, approval is granted “on the basis 


of the study’s scientific merit.” 

Pollack’s study, with its outsized claims and lack of evidence, could hardly have been approved on the 
basis of scientific merit. How did it get past the board? In conversations with psychiatrists, I learned that 
because of managed care, hospitals, administrators, and staff are continuously looking for ways to generate 
revenue and publicity for their institutions. Members of the McLean Institutional Review Board might have 
decided that an attention-grabbing “boys-are-in-crisis study” produced by its own “Center for Men,” would 
bring favorable attention to the hospital. If so, scientific merit, usually indispensable for a McLean study, 
may have been compromised. 

I asked Dr. Bruce Cohen, chief psychiatrist at McLean, how Pollack’s “research” had managed to receive 
McLean’s endorsement and was told, “I prefer not to talk about this at this time.” Had he read Pollack’s 
study? I asked. “I don’t read every study that comes out of McLean,” he answered. I explained that this study 
was quite unusual. Pollack claims to have uncovered a national crisis; his findings are “unprecedented in the 
literature of research psychology.” Surely that must have come to Dr. Cohen’s notice. I asked how it was 
that, without having reviewed Pollack’s evidence, McLean had issued a press release giving Pollack’s work 
the cachet of genuine science. Cohen told me someone would get back to me. But before he hung up, I 
asked him for his opinion “as a clinician” of Pollack’s description of the nation’s boys as “young Hamlets 
who succumb to an inner state of Denmark.” “That’s in there?” he asked, in the worried tone of a high 
school principal inquiring about what seniors have put in the yearbook. 

The next day, I received a call from Roberta Shaw, director of public relations at McLean. She explained 
that the decision to issue a press release had been based on the “news value” of the study. “We ask ourselves, 
‘Is it of public interest?” She also assured me that Pollack “had several journals interested in publishing his 
study.” She didn’t know what they were. She suggested I call him directly. I did, but he never returned the 
call. 

Universities such as Harvard are clearly uncomfortable with the use of their names to confer prestige on 
dubious work. In October 1998, Harvard announced a new policy barring faculty members from labeling 
their work as sponsored or endorsed by Harvard without the express permission of the dean or provost. As 
the Associated Press reported, “Many institutions in the Ivy League have found themselves . . . linked to 
disputed data or research.”!17 Yale faced the same problem, and now anyone who wants to use the phrase 
“Yale University study” must get permission from the university's director of licensing. McLean might 
consider establishing a similar requirement for its researchers. 


The Media Blitz 


Even before the shootings in Littleton, Colorado, news organizations around the country were carrying 
stories about new research on the nation’s anguished boys, citing Harvard and McLean scholars as 
authorities. In March 1998, the Washington Post ran a front-page story about the “plight of young males.” It 
quoted Barney Brawer, Carol Gilligan’s former partner at the Harvard Project on Women’s Psychology, 
Boys’ Development and the Culture of Manhood, who said, “An enormous crisis of men and boys is 
happening before our eyes without our seeing it . . . an extraordinary shift in the plate tectonics of gender.”18 

Ina May 1998 Newsweek cover story on boys, Pollack warned readers, “Boys are in silent crisis. The only 
time we notice is when they pull the trigger.” 19 ABC’s 20/20 aired a segment on Pollack and his disturbing 
message, “Why Boys Hide Their Emotions.” 20 People ran a profile of Pollack in which he explained how 
boys who massacre their schoolmates are the “tip of the iceberg, the extreme end of one large crisis.”21 

On July 15, 1998, Maria Shriver interviewed Pollack on the NBC Today show. He informed the 


program’s mass audience of the results of his research: 


Shriver: You say there is really a silent crisis going on with, quote, “normal boys.” As a parent of a 
young boy, that concerns me, scares me a lot. 


Pollack: Well, absolutely. In addition to the national crisis, the boys who pick up guns, the boys who 
are suicidal and homicidal, the boys next door or the boy living in the room next door is also, I have 
found in my research, isolated, feeling lonely, can’t express his feelings. And that happens because of 
the way we bring boys up. 


Pollack’s easy slide from “boys who pick up guns” to “the boy next door”—who, he assures us, are not 
very different inside—scared a lot of parents. This slide from abnormal boys to normal ones is, of course, 
illegitimate. There is not a shred of evidence in Pollack’s research that justifies his “tip of the iceberg,” “boys- 
are-in-crisis” hypothesis. Yet Pollack tossed it into the media echo chamber. 

In an earlier interview (March 28), Jack Ford, the cohost of NBC’s Saturday Today, asked Pollack, 
“Should I sit down with my eleven-year-old son and say to him, ‘Look at what happened here down in 
Arkansas. Let me tell you why. Part of it is your makeup, part of it is how we've been bringing you up. Now 
let’s sort of work through this together,’ or is it too late for that?” 

Pollack did not tell Ford that it would be wrong to suggest to his son that he too is capable of killing 
people. Instead he replied: “I think we should do that with eleven-year-old boys. I think we should start with 
two- and three- and four- and five-year-old boys and not push them . . . from their mothers.”22 

This is a remarkable exchange—one that would be inconceivable if the children under discussion were 
girls. No one takes disturbed young women like Susan Smith (who made headlines in 1994 when she 
drowned her two sons by pushing her car into a lake) or Melissa Drexler (the New Jersey teenager who, in 
1997, gave birth to a healthy baby at her senior prom, strangled him, and threw him in a trash bin) as tip-of- 
the-iceberg exemplars of American young women. Girl criminals are never taken to be representative of girls 
in general. But when the boy reformers generalize from school killers to “our sons,” they’re including your 
son and mine as well as Jack Ford’s and Maria Shriver’s. Would it ever occur to Jack Ford to ask a 
psychologist whether he should sit down with his daughter and say to her, “Look at what happened at that 
New Jersey prom . . . Part of it is your makeup, part of it is how we've been bringing you up. Now let’s sort 
of work through this together”? 

Pollack sees the killer boys at the extreme end of a continuum that includes “everyday boys.” To the 
contrary, what is typically striking about killer boys is their extreme abnormality. Thirteen-year-old Mitchell 
Johnson, one of the two Jonesboro, Arkansas, shooters, practiced self-mutilation and was also undergoing 
court-ordered psychological counseling for molesting a two-year old girl.23 Kip Kinkel, the fifteen-year-old 
boy who shot classmates in Springfield, Oregon, had been diagnosed with major depressive disorder. The 
night before the school shooting, he killed his parents and spent the night in his house with their dead 
bodies, playing opera music from Romeo and Juliet continuously. As for the Columbine High killers, they 
were sociopaths inspired by the example of Timothy McVeigh, the domestic terrorist who blew up the 
Oklahoma City Federal Building, killing 168 people and injuring 680.24 

By putting all boys “pushed from their mothers” onto a continuum with the school shooters, Pollack 
does not adequately distinguish between healthy and unhealthy young men. Before we call for radical 
changes in the way we rear our male children, we ought to ask the boy reformers to tell us why there are so 
many seemingly healthy boys who, despite having been “pushed from their mothers,” are nonviolent, 
morally responsible human beings. How do those who say boys are disturbed account for the fact that in any 
given year less than one half of 1 percent of males under eighteen are arrested for a violent crime?25 

With the help of the media, Pollack’s explanation for adolescent male violence in schools contributes to 


the national climate of prejudice against boys. That is surely not his intention. It is, however, an inevitable 
consequence of his sensationalizing approach to boys—treating healthy boys as if they were abnormal and 
abnormal, lethally violent boys as “the extreme end of one large pattern.”26 


A Nation of Hamlets and Ophelias 


In regarding seemingly normal children as abnormally afflicted, Pollack was taking the well-trodden path 
pioneered by Carol Gilligan and Mary Pipher. Gilligan had described the nation’s girls as drowning, 
disappearing, traumatized, and undergoing various kinds of “psychological foot-binding.” Following 
Gilligan, Mary Pipher, in Reviving Ophelia, had written of the selves of girls going down in flames, “crashing 
and burning.” Pollack’s Real Boys continues in this vein: “Hamlet fared little better than Ophelia. . . . He 
grew increasingly isolated, desolate, and alone, and those who loved him were never able to get through to 
him. In the end he died a tragic and unnecessary death.”27 

By using Ophelia and Hamlet as symbols, Pipher and Pollack paint a picture of American children as 
disturbed and in need of rescue. But once one discounts the anecdotal, scientifically vacuous reports that 
have issued from the Harvard Graduate School of Education and the McLean Hospital’s Center for Men, 
there remains no reason to believe that girls or boys are in crisis. Mainstream researchers see no evidence of 
it.28 To be sure, adolescence is a time of some “inner turmoil’—for boys and girls, in America and 
everywhere else, from time immemorial. But American children, boys as well as girls, are on the whole 
psychologically sound. They are not isolated, full of despair, or “hiding parts of themselves from the world’s 
gaze’—no more so, at least, than any other age group in the population. 

One wonders why the irresponsible and baseless claims that girls and boys are psychologically fractured 
have been so uncritically received by the media and the public. One reason, perhaps, is that Americans seem 
all too ready to entertain almost any suggestion that a large group of outwardly normal people are suffering 
from some pathological affliction. By 1999, bestselling books had successively identified women, girls, and 
boys as being mentally anguished and in need of rescue. Then, in late 1999, Susan Faludi’s Stiffed: The 
Betrayal of the American Man called our attention to yet another segment of the population that no one had 
previously realized was in serious psychological trouble: adult men.29 Faludi claims to have unmasked a 
“masculinity crisis” so severe and pervasive, she finds it hard to understand why men do not rise up in 
rebellion. 

Although Faludi seems to have arrived at her view of men without having read Pollack’s analysis of boys, 
her conclusions about men are identical to his about boys. She claims that men are suffering because the 
culture imposes stultifying myths and ideals of manliness. Stiffed shows us the hapless baby-boomer males, 
burdened “with dangerous prescriptions of manhood,” 30 trying vainly to cope with a world in which they 
are bound to fail. Men have been taught that “to be a man means to be at the controls and at all times to feel 
yourself in control.”31 They cannot live up to this stoical ideal of manliness. At the same time, our 
“misogynist culture” now imposes its humiliating “ornamental” demands on men as well as women. “No 
wonder,” says Faludi, “men are in such agony.”32 

What is Faludi’s evidence of an “American masculinity crisis”? She talked to dozens of unhappy men, 
among them wife batterers in Long Beach, California, distressed male pornography stars, and teenage sex 
predators known as the Spur Posse. Most of Faludi’s subjects have sad stories to tell about inadequate fathers, 
personal alienation, and feelings of helplessness. But she never tells us why the disconsolate men she selected 
for attention should be regarded as representative. 

If men are experiencing the agonies Faludi speaks of, they are doing so with remarkable equanimity. The 
National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago, which has been tracking levels of general 


happiness and life satisfaction since 1957, consistently finds that approximately 90 percent of Americans 
describe themselves as happy with their lives, with no significant differences between men and women. 33 
When I asked its survey director, Tom Smith, if there had been any unusual signs of distress among men in 
the last few decades—the years in which Faludi claims that a generation of men have seen “all their hopes 
and dreams burn up on the launch pad.”34 Smith replied, “There have been no trends in a negative direction 
during those years.” But Faludi believes otherwise and joins Gilligan, Pollack, and the others in calling for a 
“new paradigm” of how to be men. 

Faludi cites the work of Dr. Darrel Regier, director of the Division of Epidemiology at the National 
Institute of Mental Health, to support her thesis that men are increasingly unhappy.35 I asked Dr. Regier 
what he thought of her men-are-in-distress claim. “I am not sure where she gets her evidence for any 
substantial rise in male distress.” He was surprised that one of his own 1988 studies was cited by Faludi as 
evidence for an increase in “anxiety, depressive disorders, suicide.” “Well,” Dr. Regier said, “that is a fallacy. 
The article shows no such thing.” 36 What does he think of these false mental health scares? I asked. “I guess 
they sell books,” he said. 

Apocalyptic alarms about looming mental health disasters do sell well. In a satirical article entitled “A 
Nation of Nuts,” New York Observer editor Jim Windolf tallied the number of Americans allegedly suffering 
from some kind of mental disorder. He sent away for brochures and literature of dozens of advocacy 
agencies and mental health organizations. Then he did the math. “If you believe the statistics,” Windolf 
reported, “77 percent of America’s adult population is a mess. . . . And we haven't even thrown in alien 
abductees, road ragers, and internet addicts.”37 If you factor in Gilligan’s and Pipher’s hapless girls, Pollack’s 
suffering and dangerous boys, and Faludi’s agonized men, the figure must be very close to 100 percent. 

Gilligan, Pipher, Pollack, and Faludi all find abnormality and inner anguish in an outwardly normal and 
happy population. Each traces the malaise to the “male culture,” which forces harmful gender stereotypes, 
myths, or “masks” on the population in crisis—women, girls, boys, and men. Girls and women are 
constrained to be “nice and kind”; boys and men are constrained to be “in control” and emotionally 
disconnected. Each writer projects an air of sympathy, and of earnest desire to rescue the anguished casualties 
of our patriarchal culture. But the Gilligan-Pipher-Pollack-Faludi construct creates a serious problem. By 
taking a small, unhappy minority as representative of an entire group, the writers present the groups 
themselves as pitiable, incompetent, and unworthy of respect. Pollack, for example, wants to rescue boys 
from “the myths of boyhood,” but unwittingly harms them by arousing public fear, dismay, and suspicion. 
In characterizing boys as “Hamlets,” he stigmatizes an entire sex and age group. His seemingly benign 
project of reconnecting boys to their inner nurturers pressures boys to be more like girls. The effect is to put 
boys on the defensive—not an incidental effect, as we shall see. 


Boys Out of Touch 


I have inveighed against the large, extreme, and irresponsible claims of the crisis writers, pointing out that no 
credible evidence backs them up. What about their more moderate and seemingly reasonable assertions? 
Gilligan and Pollack speak of boys as hiding their humanity and submerging their sensitivity. They suggest 
that apparently healthy boys are emotionally repressed and out of touch with their feelings. Is that true? 
When my son David was thirteen, he sometimes showed the kind of emotional disengagement that 
worries the boy reformers. He came to me one evening when he was in the seventh grade, utterly confused 
by his homework assignment. Like many contemporary English and social studies textbooks, his book, 
Write Source 2000, was chock-full of exercises designed to improve children’s self-esteem and draw them out 
emotionally.38 “Mom, what do they want?” David asked. He had read a short story in which one character 


always compared himself to another. Here are the questions David had to answer: 


¢ Do you often compare yourself with someone? 
¢ Do you compare to make yourself feel better? 


¢ Does your comparison ever make you feel inferior? 
Another set of questions asked about profanity in the story: 


¢ How do you feel about [the main character’s] choice of words? 
¢ Do you curse? Why? When? Why not? 


* Does cursing make you feel more powerful? Are you feeling a bit uneasy about discussing cursing? 


Why? Why not? 


The Write Source 2000 Teachers Guide suggests grading students on a scale from 1 to 10: 10 for a student 
who is “intensely engaged,” down to a 1 for a student who “does not engage at all.” My son did not engage at 
all. Here is how he answered: 


Do you often compare yourself with someone? 
“Sometimes.” 


Do you compare to make yourself feel better? 
“No. I do not.” 


Does your comparison ever make you feel inferior? 


“Wo.” 


I was amused by his terse replies. But in the spirit of Gilligan and Pollack, the authors of Write Source 
2000 might see them as signs of emotional shutdown. Toy manufacturers know about boys’ reluctance to 
engage in social interactions. They have never been able to interest boys in the kinds of interactive social 
games that girls love. In the computer game Talk with Me Barbie, Barbie develops a personal relationship 
with the player: she learns her name and chats with her about dating, careers, and playing house. These 
Barbie games are among the all-time bestselling interactive games. But boys don’t buy them. 

Males, whether young or old, are on the whole, less interested than females in talking about feelings and 
personal relationships. In one experiment, researchers at Northeastern University analyzed college students’ 
conversations at the cafeteria table. They found that young women were far more likely to discuss intimates: 
close friends, boyfriends, family members. “Specifically,” say the authors, “56 percent of the women’s targets 
but only 25 percent of the men’s targets were friends and relatives.” 39 This is just one study, but it is backed 
up by massive evidence of distinct male and female interests and preferences. 

In another study, boys and girls differed in how they perceived objects and people.40 Researchers 
simultaneously presented male and female college students with two images on a stereoscope: one of an 
object, the other of a person. Asked to say what they saw, the male subjects saw the object more often than 
they saw the person; the female subjects saw the person more often than they saw the object. In addition, 
dozens of experiments confirm that women are much better than men at judging emotions based on the 
expression on a stranger’s face.4! 

These differences have motivated the gender specialists at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, the 
Wellesley Center, the Boys’ Project at Tufts, and McLean Hospital’s Center for Men to recommend that we 


all try to “reconnect” boys. But there is no evidence that boys need what they are offering. Would boys be 
improved if they were taught to be comfortable playing with Talk with Me Barbie? Are their preferences and 
attitudes signs of insensitivity and repression, or just innocent and healthy expressions of their inner nature? 

If, as the evidence strongly suggests, the characteristic preferences and behaviors of males and females are 
expressions of innate differences, the differences in emotional styles will be difficult or impossible to 
eliminate. In any case, why should anyone make it their business to eliminate them? 

The gender experts will reply that boys’ relative taciturnity puts them and others in harm’s way; in 
support they adduce their own research. But that research is flawed. There is no good reason to believe that 
boys as a group are emotionally endangered; nor is there reason to think that the typical male reticence is 
some kind of disorder in need of treatment. In fact, the boy reformers such as Pollack, Gilligan, and their 
followers need to consider the possibility that male stoicism and reserve may well be traits to be encouraged, 
not vices or psychological weaknesses to be overcome. 


A Plea for Reticence 


The argument in favor of saving boys by reconnecting them emotionally rests on the popular assumption 
that repressing emotions is harmful, while giving discursive vent to them is, on the whole, healthy. 
Psychologists have recently begun to examine the supposition that speaking out and declaring one’s feelings 
is better than holding them in. Jane Bybee, a psychologist at Suffolk University in Boston, studied a group of 
high school students, classifying them as “repressors” (those not focused on their inner states), “sensitizers” 
(those keenly aware of their moods and feelings), or “intermediates.” She then had the students evaluate 
themselves and others using these distinctions. She also had the teachers evaluate the students. She found that 
the “repressors” were less anxious, more confident, and more successful academically and socially. Bybee’s 

conclusion is tentative: “In our day-to-day behavior it may be good not to be so emotional and needy. The 
moods of repressed people may be more balanced.”42 

In 2012, University of Missouri psychologist Amanda Rose and her coauthors published a study in Child 
Development that tested the Gilligan/Pollack assumption that boys were fearful and ashamed of sharing their 
feelings with others.43 Rose and her colleagues surveyed and observed nearly two thousand children and 
adolescents and found that boys and girls have very different expectations about the value of problem talk. 
Girls were more likely to report that personal disclosure made them feel cared for and understood. Boys, 
overall, found it to be a waste of time—and “weird.” Contra Pollack and Gilligan, boys did not feel 
embarrassed about sharing feelings and were not filled with angst about being ridiculed or teased for being 
weak or unmasculine. Instead, said the lead author Amanda Rose, “boys’ responses suggest they just don’t see 
talking about problems to be a particularly useful activity.” 44 Rose has sound advice for parents. If you want 
your son to be more forthcoming, it won't help to make him feel “safe” about sharing confidence. You will 
have to persuade him that it serves a practical purpose. As for daughters, she warns, excessive problem talk is 
linked to anxiety and depression. “So girls should know that talking about problems isn’t the only way to 
cope.” 

It is worth noting that in most past and present societies, “repression” of private feelings has often been 
regarded as a social virtue. From a historical perspective, the burden of proof rests on those who believe that 
being openly expressive makes people better and healthier. That view has become a dogma of contemporary 
American popular culture, but in most cultures—including, until quite recently, our own—reticence and 
stoicism are regarded as commendable, while the free expression of emotions is often seen as self-centered 
and immature. 

Pollack, who is a champion of emotional expressiveness, instructs parents, “Let boys know that they don’t 


need to be ‘sturdy oaks.’” To encourage boys to be stoical, says Pollack, is to harm them: “The boy is often 
pushed to ‘act like a man,’ to be the one who is confident and unflinching. No boy should be called upon to 
be the tough one. No boy should be harmed in this way.”45 

But Pollack needs to show, not merely assert, that it harms a child to be “called upon to be tough.” Why 
shouldnt boys—or for that matter, girls—try to be sturdy oaks? All of the world’s major religions place 
stoical control of emotions at the center of their moral teachings. For Buddhists, the ideal is emotional 
detachment; for Confucianism, dispassionate control. Nor is “Be in touch with your feelings” one of the Ten 
Commandments. Judeo-Christian teaching enjoins attentiveness to the emotional needs and feelings of 
others—not one’s own. 

The insights of the save-the-male psychologists into the inner world of boys are by no means self-evident; 
nor is it at all obvious that their emotivist proposals would benefit boys. Boys aggressive tendencies do need 
to be checked. But the boy reformers have not proved that they have the recipe for civilizing boys and 
restraining their rough natures. Before the gender experts at the Harvard Graduate School of Education and 
the practitioners of the new male psychology are given broad license to reprogram our sons to be 
“sensitizers” rather than repressors, they should first be required to show that the repairs they are so anxious 
to make are beneficial and not injurious. 

These reform-minded experts should seriously consider the possibility that American children may in fact 
need more, not less, self-control and less, not more, self-involvement. It may be that American boys don’t 
need to be more emotional—and that American girls do need to be less sentimental and self-absorbed. 


The Culture of Therapy 


The British writer and social critic Fay Weldon has coined the useful, if somewhat ungainly, term therapism 
for the popular doctrine that almost all personal troubles can be cured by talk.46 Weldon is more concerned 
with therapism as a pop phenomenon than an educational practice; but in either sphere, talk therapy, once 
primarily a private therapeutic technique, has gone public in ways undreamed of in Sigmund Freud’s 
philosophy.47 

Strangers, proudly in touch with their feelings, share their innermost thoughts and experiences with one 
another. Talk-show participants make intensely personal disclosures to wildly applauding audiences. The 
endless stream of confessional memoirs, the self-esteem movement, the textbooks and questionnaires that 
probe children’s innermost feelings are all manifestations of a profound and rampant therapism. 

The contemporary faith in the value of openness and the importance of sharing one’s feelings is now so 
much a part of popular culture that we find even such staid organizations as the Girl Scouts of America 
giving patches for being open about grief. Lingua Franca writer Emily Nussbaum reports that “a Girl Scout 
troop in New York instituted a ‘grief patch’ in 1993—troop members could earn this epaulette by sharing a 
painful feeling with one another, writing stories and poems about death and loss and meeting with 
bereavement counselors. "48 

One sector in our society has so far been highly resistant to therapism: little boys are no more interested 
in earning “grief patches” than they are eager to interact personally with dolls. When homework assignments 
require them to explore their deeper feelings about a text, it is likely that they will not engage. I suspect that 
efforts to get little boys to be more overtly emotional rarely succeed. But I do not discount the powers of the 
would-be reformers to wreak a great deal of harm and grief by trying. 

All through the 1990s, se/festeem was the education buzzword. Everyone needed it; many demanded it 
for their children or pupils as a basic human right. But the excesses of those who promoted techniques for 
increasing students’ self-esteem provide a cautionary example of what can happen when teachers, counselors, 


and education theorists, armed with good intentions and specious social science (for one thing, no one agrees 
on what self-esteem is or how to measure it), turn classrooms into encounter groups. 

It has never been shown that “high self-esteem” is a good trait for students to possess. Meanwhile, 
researchers have uncovered a worrisome correlation between inflated self-esteem and juvenile delinquency. 
As Brad Bushman, an Iowa State University psychologist, explains, “If kids develop unrealistic opinions of 
themselves and those views are rejected by others, the kids are potentially dangerous.”49 

John Hewitt, a University of Massachusetts sociologist, has examined the morality of the self-esteem 
movement in a fine scholarly book called The Myth of Self-Esteem. Hewitt documents the exponential 
growth of self-esteem articles and programs from 1982 to 1996.50 He points to the ethical hazards of using 
the classroom for therapeutic purposes. In a typical classroom self-esteem exercise, students complete 


> 


sentences beginning “I love myself because . . .” or “I feel bad about myself because . . .” Hewitt explains that 
children interpret these assignments as demands for self-revelation. They feel pressed to complete the 
sentences “correctly” in ways the teacher finds satisfactory. As Hewitt acutely observes, “Teachers . . . no 
doubt regard the exercises as being in the best interest of their students. . . . Yet from a more skeptical 
perspective these exercises are subtle instruments of social control. The child must be taught to like himself 
or herself. . . . The child must confess self-doubt or self-loathing, bringing into light the feelings that he or 
she might prefer to keep private”5! (emphasis in original). 

Far from being harmless, these therapeutic practices are unacceptably prying. Surely school children have 
a right not to be subjected to the psychological manipulations of both self-esteem educators and the 


reformers intent on getting boys to disclose their emotions in the way girls often do. 


Therapism versus Stoicism 


The vast majority of American boys and girls are psychologically healthy. On the other hand, there is strong 
evidence that they are morally and academically undernourished. Every society confronts the difficult and 
complex task of civilizing its children, teaching them self-discipline and instilling in them a sense of right and 
wrong. The problem is old, and the workable solution is known—character education in a sound learning 
environment. The known, tested solution does not include therapeutic pedagogies. 

Children need to be moral more than they need to be in touch with their feelings. They need to be well 
educated more than they need classroom self-esteem exercises and support groups. Nor are they improved 
by having their femininity or masculinity “reinvented.” Emotional fixes are not the answer. Genuine self- 
esteem comes with pride in achievement, which is the fruit of disciplined effort. 

American boys do not need to be rescued. They are not pathological. They are not seething with 
repressed rage or imprisoned in “straitjackets of masculinity.” American girls are not suffering a crisis of 
confidence; nor are they being silenced by the culture. But when it comes to the genuine problems that do 
threaten our children’s prospects—their moral drift, their cognitive and scholastic deficits—the healers, 
social reformers, and confidence builders don’t have the answers. On the contrary, they stand in the way of 
genuine solutions. 


ri 
Why Johnny Can't, Like, Read and Write 


I here is a much-told story in education circles about a now-retired Chicago public school teacher, Mrs. 


Daugherty. She was a dedicated sixth-grade teacher who could always be counted on to bring out the best in 
her students. But one year she found her class nearly impossible to control. The students were noisy, 
unmanageable, and seemingly unteachable. She began to worry that many of them had learning disabilities. 
When the principal was out of town, she did something teachers were not supposed to: she went to his office 
and looked in a special file where students’ IQ scores were recorded. To her amazement, she discovered that 
a majority of the students were significantly above average in intelligence. A quarter of the class had IQs in 
the high 120s (124, 127, 129), several in the 130s, and one of the worst classroom culprits was in fact 
brilliant: he had an IQ of 145. 

Mrs. Daugherty was angry at herself for having felt sorry for them and for expecting so little from them. 
Things soon changed. She increased the difficulty of the work, doubled the homework, and ran the class 
with uncompromising discipline. Slowly but perceptibly, the students’ performance improved. By the end of 
the year, this class of former ne’er-do-wells was among the best behaved and highest performing of the sixth- 
grade classes. 

The principal was delighted. He was well aware of this infamous sixth-grade class and its less-than-stellar 
reputation, so at the end of the year he called Mrs. Daugherty into his office to ask what she had done. She 
felt compelled to tell him the truth. The principal listened attentively and immediately forgave her. He 
congratulated her. But then he said, “I think you should know, Mrs. Daugherty, those numbers next to the 
children’s names—those are not their IQ scores. Those are their locker numbers.” ! 

The moral of the story: Strict standards are good. Demanding and expecting excellence can only benefit 
the student. These were once truisms of education. Even today, setting and enforcing high standards for 
students is uncontroversial, at least as a general principle. Who would question the need for challenging 
work, high expectations, and strict discipline? The sad answer is that a lot of education experts are skeptical 
about what they see as old-fashioned pedagogy, and their theories have the effect of relaxing standards and 
expectations. Rousseauian romanticism, in the form of progressive education, remains a powerful force in 
American schools. The departure from structure, competition, discipline, and skill-and-fact-based learning 
has been harmful to all children—but it appears to have exacted an especially high toll on boys. 


Knowledge Acquisition versus Jazz Improvisation 


Progressive pedagogues pride themselves on fostering creativity and enhancing children’s self-esteem. Strict 
discipline and the old-fashioned “dry-knowledge” approach are said to accomplish the opposite: to inhibit 
creativity and leave many students with feelings of inadequacy. Progressives frown on teacher-led classrooms 
with fact-based learning, memorization, phonics, and drills. Trainees in the schools of education are enjoined 
to “Teach the student, not the subject!” and are inspired by precepts like “[Good teaching] is not vase-filling; 
rather it is fire-lighting.”2 

In this “child-centered” model, the teacher is supposed to remain in the background so that students have 


the chance to develop as “independent learners.” Drill and rote have no place in a style of education focused 
on freeing “the creative potential of the child.” One prominent champion of progressivism, Alfie Kohn, 
author of The Schools Our Children Deserve and Punished by Rewards, suggests the modern cooperative 
classroom should resemble a musical jam session: “Cooperative learning not only offers instruments to 
everyone in the room, but invites jazz improvisation.”3 

Child-centered, progressive education has been prevalent in American schools of education since the 
1920s. According to University of Virginia education scholar E. D. Hirsch Jr., the “knowledge-based 
approach currently employed in the most advanced nations [has been] eschewed in our own schools for 
more than half a century.”4 With the exception of a brief period in the late 1950s and early 1960s (when the 
Soviet Union's success with Sputnik generated fears that an inadequate math and science curriculum was a 
threat to national security), the fashion in education has been to downplay basic skills, knowledge 
acquisition, competitive grading, and discipline. This fashion has opened a worrisome education gap that 
finds American students falling behind their counterparts in other countries.5 

In recent years, a growing number of British and Australian educators became convinced that progressive 
methods in education are a prime reason that their male students are so far behind the girls. There is now a 
concerted movement in both countries to improve boys’ educational prospects by going back to a traditional 
pedagogy. Many British educational leaders believe that the modern classroom fails boys by being too 
unstructured and permissive and hostile to the spirit of competition that so often provides boys with the 
incentive to learn and excel. 

Why the special focus on boys in Britain and Australia? Leaders in both countries view widespread male 
underachievement as a threat to their national futures. The workplace has changed radically in the past few 
decades. Today, solid math and reading skills are prerequisites for success. Boys who lack them will face a 
bleak future, and nations with too many languishing males risk losing their economic edge. As Gavin 
Barwell, British MP, explained in a 2012 report on male literacy: “Literacy is a significant issue for us all. . . 
due to the demands of an increasingly complex workplace. We need to act to ensure all our children fulfill 
their potential and contribute to making the UK economy globally competitive.”© Closing the boy 
achievement gap has been at the forefront of Britain’s and Australia’s national agendas for more than a 
decade. 

By contrast, the looming prospect of an underclass of badly educated, barely literate American boys has 
yet to become a cause for open concern among American educators or political leaders. In a 1995 article in 
Science, University of Chicago education researchers Larry Hedges and Amy Nowell discussed the bleak 
employment outlook for the “generally larger number of males who perform near the bottom .. . in reading 
and writing.”7 That employment outlook is even bleaker today. In March 2010 the Center on Education 
Policy, an independent research center that advocates for public education, released a comprehensive, state- 
by-state analysis: 


Consistent with other recent research, our analysis of state test results by gender suggests that the most 
pressing issue related to gender gaps is the lagging performance of boys in reading. . . . Researchers 
and state officials might investigate ways in which the school environment may be changed to better 
address the needs of boys.8 


So far, neither state nor federal officials seem inclined to take that suggestion. That must change. As 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology economist Lester Thurow has pointed out, “Within the developed 
world, the under-educated and under-skilled are going to be left out, or perhaps more accurately, thrown 
out of the global game.”9 How do we turn things around? The first thing we should do is to follow the 


example of the British and the Australians. Their efforts can be summarized in a few words: Bring back 
teachers like Mrs. Daugherty. 


British and Australian Initiatives 


In the mid-1990s, British newspapers were full of stories about the distressing scholastic deficits of the 
nation’s schoolboys. The Times of London warned of the prospect of “an underclass of permanently 
unemployed, unskilled men.”!0 “What's Wrong with Boys?” asked the Glasgow Herald.\1 The Economist 
referred to boys as “tomorrow’s second sex.” 12 In Britain, the public, the government, and the education 
establishment are well aware of the increasing numbers of underachieving young males and they started 
looking for ways to help them. They had a name for them—the “sink group’—and they called what ails 
them “laddism.” 

A council of British headmasters and headmistresses organized a clearinghouse for information on 
effective classroom practices and programs for boys. Can Boys Do Better? is its 1997 summary of what works 
best for boys.13 Here is a partial list of the approaches that these practitioners deemed effective for boys: 


¢ More teacher-led work 

¢ A structured environment 

¢ High expectations 

¢ Strict homework checks 

* Consistently applied sanctions if work is not done 
* Greater emphasis on silent work 

* Frequent testing 


¢ Single-sex classes 


The British headmasters called for “silent” (solitary) reflection and study and warned against collaborative 
learning. The headmasters advised schools to avoid fanciful, “creative” assignments, noting, “Boys do not 
always see the intrinsic worth of ‘Imagine youre a sock in a dustbin.’ They want relevant work.” 14 Nor are 
the British headmasters focused on students’ self-esteem. They know that boys do better than girls on self- 
esteem questionnaires—but that gender gap does not strike them as evidence that the girls are being 
shortchanged. As Peter Downes, a former Scottish headteacher, dryly notes: “Boys swagger . . . while girls 
win the prizes.”!5 He urges teachers to be brutally honest with boys about what life has in store for them if 
they continue to underperform academically. 

Coed public schools throughout Great Britain also began experimenting with all-male classes. In 1996, 
Ray Bradbury, the headteacher of Kings’ School in Winchester, was alarmed by the high failure rate of his 
male students. Seventy-eight percent of the girls were getting passing grades or better, compared with 56 
percent of the boys. Bradbury identified the thirty or so boys he thought to be at risk for failure and placed 
them together in a class. He chose an athletic young male teacher he thought the boys would like. The class 
was not “child-centered”; the pedagogy was strict and old-fashioned. As Bradbury explained, “We 
consciously planned the teaching methodology. The class is didactic and teacher-fronted. It involves sharp 
questions and answers and constantly checking for understanding. Discipline is clear-cut—if homework isn’t 
presented, it is completed in a detention. There is no discussion.” 16 

Here is how one visiting journalist describes a typical class: “Ranks of boys in blazers face the front, giving 
full attention to the young teacher’s instructions. His style is uncompromising and inspirational. ‘People 
think that boys like you won't be able to understand writers such as the Romantic poets. Well, you're going 


to prove them wrong. Do you understand?’ ”!7 

The teacher found that the boys in his single-sex class actively supported one another with genuine team 
spirit. “When girls are present, boys are loath to express opinions for fear of appearing sissy.” He chose 
challenging but male-appropriate readings: “Members of my group are football mad and quite ‘laddish.’ In 
the mixed classes they would be turned off by Jane Eyre, whereas I can pick texts such as Silas Marner and 
the War Poets.” The initial results were promising. In 1996, the boys were far behind the girls. By 1997, 
after only a year in the special class, the boys had nearly closed the gap. As one of the boys said, “We are all 
working hard to show we can be just as successful as the other groups.”!8 

The authors of Can Boys Do Better? were careful not to claim too much. “It should be stressed that many 
of these strategies [to help boys do better] have only recently been implemented, and it is too early in many 
cases to fully evaluate their effectiveness.” 19 However, a follow-up study by the National Foundation for 
Educational Research in 1999 (Boys Achievement, Progress, Motivation and Participation) supported the 
headmasters’ key propositions: “The following items all emerge as being important: highly structured 
lessons, more emphasis on teacher-led work, clear and firm deadlines, and short-term targets.” 20 The same 
report noted that all-male classes and all-male schools may be “singularly well-placed to raise achievement 
among boys, as they could tailor their strategies directly to the needs of boys.”2! 

The British are now well into a second generation of research and activism on the boy gap. They have not 
solved the problem of male underachievement, but they are closing in on solutions. Addressing boys’ literacy 
is now at the top of the list—even for high government officials. In 2012, the Boys’ Reading Commission 
issued a major, evidence-based report on how to engage more boys with the written word. The commission 
included ten members of Parliament, suggesting how seriously the British take the problem to be. Among its 
recommendations: 


¢ Every teacher should have an up-to-date knowledge of reading materials that will appeal to disengaged 
boys; 
¢ Every boy should have weekly support from a male reading role model; 


¢ Parents need access to information on how successful schools are in supporting boys’ literacy.22 


To those who say that the main factor in literacy is social class, not gender, the report stated outright that 
“within like-for-like social class groupings, a gender gap of 10 percentage points is sustained.” 23 And the 
report readily acknowledges sex differences: “It is clear from research, and to most people observing 
children, that there are cognitive differences between girls and boys.”24 

The British learned long ago that phonics (teaching beginning readers to learn the relationship between 
symbols and sounds) works better for boys than the “whole language” approach (where children learn to 
read “naturally” by seeing words in context). The report cites a now-famous 2005 seven-year study in the 
Scottish town of Clackmannanshire, which found that “after receiving an early grounding in synthetic 
phonics, boys significantly surpassed girls in word reading, and stayed ahead through the end of primary 
school. The same was true for the children’s progress in spelling.” 25 But phonics is only the first step. 
Further research revealed that though the phonics program taught boys the mechanics of reading, it did not 
improve their comprehension. For that, they need to be motivated to care about what they are reading. So 
the report stresses the importance of showing boys that reading is pleasurable.26 

A color-coded chart in the commission report indicates children’s reading preferences: girls prefer fiction, 
magazines, blogs, and poetry; boys like comics, nonfiction, and newspapers. “Boys were significantly more 
likely than girls to read science-fiction/fantasy, sports-related and war/spy books.” 27 Such findings will be 
unsurprising to many, but the report notes that in a survey of 1,200 primary school teachers in the United 


Kingdom, only one teacher could name a significant writer for boys.28 That was the reason for the 
commission’s arresting recommendation that teachers should actually have knowledge of reading materials 
of interest to boys.29 

In 2002, the Australian House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education and Training 
published Boys: Getting It Right: Report on the Inquiry into the Education of Boys. The report notes that earlier 
government inquiries on gender equity focused only on the needs of girls. That has to change, says the 
committee. What is more, the committee dismissed prior reports that called for transforming boys’ 
masculinity. Like the British headmasters, the Australian committee members specifically rejected “the 
progressiveness of the 1970s” in favor of old-fashioned pedagogy.30 Among the committee's 
recommendations: 


¢ More structured activity; 

¢ Greater emphasis on teacher-directed work; 

* Clearly defined objectives and instructions; 

¢ A return to the traditional phonics-based teaching of reading; 
¢ More male role models.31 


Australia has since launched an aggressive campaign on behalf of boys’ education. In 2006, for example, it 
initiated Success for Boys. This program provided grants to 1,600 schools to incorporate boy-friendly 
methods into their daily practice.32 In both England and Australia there are now websites and clearinghouses 
where teachers can find out what is working for boys. The British and Australians have not yet found a 
complete solution to the boy gap, but they are more than a decade ahead of us in the effort. 


Back in the USA 


American boys have a lot in common with their counterparts in England and Australia. In all three 
countries, boys are on the wrong side of an education gender gap. But there is one major difference: it is 
inconceivable that reports on the US boy gap would emanate from the US Congress. A Success for Boys 
campaign would create havoc in the United States. The women’s lobby would rise in fury. The ACLU 
would find someone to sue. Legislators would face an avalanche of angry faxes, emails, petitions, and phone 
calls for taking part in a “backlash” against girls. 

And imagine the uproar if the US Department of Education were to compile a list of boy-friendly 
reading materials, or even suggest that teachers might familiarize themselves with such things. That would be 
an affront to decades of “nonsexist” curriculum development. Mark Bauerlein, former director of research at 
the National Endowment for the Arts, and Sandra Stotsky, professor of education at the University of 
Arkansas, summed up “Why Johnny Won’t Read” in a 2005 Washington Post op-ed: 


Unfortunately, the textbooks and literature assigned in the elementary grades do not reflect the 
dispositions of male students. Few strong and active male role models can be found as lead characters. 
Gone are the inspiring biographies of the most important American presidents, inventors, scientists 
and entrepreneurs. No military valor, no high adventure. On the other hand, stories about 
adventurous and brave women abound. Publishers seem to be more interested in avoiding 
“masculine” perspectives or “stereotypes” than in getting boys to like what they are assigned to read.33 


American legislators who followed the back-to-basics leadership of their British and Australian 


counterparts would enrage not only our women’s lobby but our education establishment as well. According 
to a 2007 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute (an education think tank), all the best evidence shows 
that students need focused instruction in phonics, grammar, spelling, and punctuation. But an overwhelming 
number of schools of education—85 percent!—refuse to instruct future teachers in these methods.34 
Collaborative writing groups, creative self-expression, and “journaling’—soporifics for many boys—still 
take precedence. 

The debate between traditionalists and progressives over how to teach language skills is an old one. 
Particularly frustrating, however, is that this debate has proceeded for decades in the United States without 
anyone taking serious notice of the fact that American boys are significantly less literate than girls. In an 
annual survey of college freshmen conducted by the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA, students 
are asked how many hours per week they spent reading for pleasure during the preceding year. The 2010 
results were consistent with other years: 36 percent of males answered “none.” Among females, the figure 
was 22 percent.35 Surely this pattern is worth attention; surely the question of “best practices” in teaching 
reading and writing should consider what works best for boys. 

The federal government, state departments of education, and women’s groups have spent many millions 
of dollars addressing a surreal self-esteem problem that allegedly afflicts girls more than boys. But in the 
matter of basic literacy, where we have a real and alarming difference between boys and girls, initiatives to 
close the gap are nowhere to be found. In education circles, it is acceptable to say that boys are 
psychologically distressed and in need of rescue from their emergent masculinity, but it is not acceptable to 
say that our schools are failing to teach boys how to read and write. The women’s lobby is one thing, but it is 
dismaying that those professionally responsible for the education of our children should be so heedless of the 
needs of boys. 


The Wider Background 


A frieze on the facade of Horace Mann Hall of Columbia Teachers College celebrates nine great education 
pioneers. Among them are Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827), Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776- 
1841), and Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852). Few Americans know much about the profound influence that 
these eighteenth-century German and Swiss theorists have had on American education. Froebel, for example, 
is credited with inventing the concept of a kindergarten. The German word kindergarten literally means a 
garden whose plants are children. Froebel regarded children as fragile young plants and the ideal teacher as a 
gentle gardener: 


To young plants and animals we give space, and time, and rest, knowing that they will unfold to 
beauty by laws working in each. We avoid acting upon them by force, for we know that such 


intrusion upon their natural growth could injure their development. . . . Education and instruction 
should from the very first be passive, observant, protective, rather than prescribing, determining, 
interfering. . . . All training and instruction which prescribes and fixes, that is interferes with Nature, 


must tend to limit and injure.3¢ 


Froebel wrote these words almost two hundred years ago, but his plant child metaphor continues to 
inspire American educators. In the most straightforward sense, the plant metaphor is profoundly 
antieducational; after all, you can’t teach a plant—all you can do is help it develop. Progressive educators 
oppose “interference” with the child’s nature and look for ways to release its creative forces. Teachers are 
urged to build on the “natural curiosity children bring to school and ask the kids what they want to learn.” 37 


All this is antithetical to classical education and, if the British and Australian reformers are right, antithetical 
to the needs of many boys. Consider the contents of a leading American teacher-training book. 

Best Practice: Todays Standards for Teaching and Learning in Americas Schools is a 2005 summary of the 
“state-of-the art of the teaching methods.”38 Its authors, three university curriculum experts, base their 
recommendations on what “good teachers do.” Their list of “Best Practices” reflects what they say is the 
“unanimous” opinion of leading education experts and teaching associations.39 Many of them are the 
opposite of what the British headmasters recommend for boys: 


¢ “LESS rote memorization of facts and details.” 

¢ “LESS emphasis on competition and grades in school.” 

¢ “MORE cooperative, collaborative activity; developing the classroom as an interdependent 
community.” 


¢ “LESS whole-class, teacher-directed instruction. 40 


According to Best Practice, these recommendations are the expression of an “unrecognized consensus” 
stemming from a “remarkably consistent, harmonious vision of ‘best educational practice.’ ”41 That vision 
may work for many students, but as the British and Australians have found, it is clearly not working for 
millions of disengaged boys. Referring to such boys, New York Times writer David Brooks says: 


Schools have to engage people as they are. That requires leaders who insist on more cultural diversity 
in school: not just teachers who celebrate cooperation, but other teachers who celebrate competition; 
not just teachers who honor environmental virtues, but teachers who honor military virtues; not just 
curriculums that teach how to share, but curriculums that teach how to win and how to lose; not just 
programs that work like friendship circles, but programs that work like boot camp.42 


The British are heeding Brooks's counsel. Along with the Australians, they are developing a new academic 
discipline: male-specific pedagogy. There is no such broad-based effort in the United States. Although there 
are signs of hope at some vocational and technical schools such as Aviation High School (recounted in 
chapter 1), these efforts are now themselves at risk. 


Our Tinkerers, Ourselves 


Sumitra Rajagopalan, an adjunct professor of biomechanics at McGill University, has developed a program 
for teenage boys in Montreal, where one in three male students drops out of high school. Rajagopalan 
explains that the male students she met were bored by their classroom instruction and starved for hands-on 
activities. She was shocked to find that many had never held a hammer or screwdriver before. At first they 
fumbled around, but they quickly gained competence. Under Rajagopalan’s supervision, the boys have now 
built a solar-driven Sterling engine from Coca-Cola cans and straws. “[Bloys are born tinkerers,” she said. 
“They have a deep-seated need to rip things apart, decode their inner workings, create stuff.”43 

There are millions of languishing young men in the United States just like the ones Rajagopalan is trying 
to help. In their 2011 Pathways to Prosperity report, Harvard education researchers note the dismal prospects 
of underachieving young men and suggest that a revival of vocational education in secondary schools may be 
a partial solution to their problem.44 They cite several such programs and suggest we use them as a model 
for education reform. The Massachusetts system is singled out for special mention. 

Massachusetts has a network of twenty-six academically rigorous vocational-technical high schools serving 


27,000 male and female students. Students in magnet schools such as Worcester Technical, Madison Park 
Technical Vocational, and Blackstone Valley Regional Vocational Technical take traditional academic 
courses but spend half their time apprenticing in a field of their choice. These include computer repair, 
telecommunications networking, carpentry, early childhood education, plumbing, heating, refrigeration, and 
cosmetology. In former times, vocational high schools were often dumping grounds for low achievers. 
Today, in Massachusetts, they are launching pads into the middle class. The Massachusetts program is so 
successful it has become known as the “Cadillac of Career Training Education (CTE).”45 

Blackstone Valley Tech in Upton, Massachusetts, should be studied by anyone looking for solutions to 
the boy problem. It is working wonders with girls (who comprise 44 percent of the student body), but its 
success with boys is astonishing.46 According to a study of vocational education by the commonwealth’s 
Pioneer Institute, “[O]ne in four Valley Technical students enter their freshman year with a fourth-grade 
reading level.”47 The school immerses these students in an intense, individualized remediation program until 
they read proficiently at grade level. Like Aviation High, otherwise disaffected students put up with 
remediation as well as a full load of college preparatory courses (including honors and Advanced Placement 
classes), because otherwise they could not spend half the semester apprenticing in diesel mechanics, computer 
repair, or automotive engineering. One hallmark of the school is the novel way it combines academics with 
job training. As the Pioneer Institute report explains, “[P]roportions might be reinforced in auto shop with 
algebra problems asking students to figure the rate at which a car is burning oil or losing tire tread, and a 
machine shop instructor might ask students for daily written reflections of their work.”48 

These Massachusetts technical high schools have long waiting lists (seven hundred students applied for 
three hundred places in the Blackstone Valley Class of 2015).49 The Pioneer Institute calls the Massachusetts 
technical school program “a true American success story.” 50 And the success can be measured in concrete 
results. According to the Harvard Pathways report, 


These [Massachusetts] schools boast a far lower dropout rate than the state average, and have some of 
the state’s highest graduation rates. Well over half of the graduates go on to postsecondary education. 
Perhaps most remarkably, in 2008, 96% of students at these high schools passed the state’s rigorous 
MCAS high-stakes graduation test, surpassing the average of students at more conventional 
comprehensive high schools.5! 


Not only do schools like Aviation High and Blackstone Valley Tech help their students secure a better 
life, they also address a looming national skills shortage. As the New York Times reported in 2010, “domestic 
manufacturers . . . are looking to hire people who can operate sophisticated computerized machinery, follow 
complex blueprints and demonstrate higher math proficiency than was previously required of the typical 
assembly line worker.”52 But they cannot find them. Countries like Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, and 
Switzerland have sophisticated programs to prepare their young people for today’s job market. The United 
States is lagging behind. “[W]hile we have been standing still, other nations have leapfrogged us,” say the 
Pathways authors.53 


The Women’s Lobby Strikes Back 


Despite their success and promise, vocational academies like Aviation High School and Blackstone Valley 
Tech face harsh opposition from the women’s lobby. In a 2007 report, the National Coalition for Women 
and Girls in Education (NCWGE) condemned high school vocational training schools as hotbeds of “sex 
segregation.”54 (Ihe NCWGE is a consortium of more than fifty groups that lobby for girls’ rights in 


education; members include the AAUW, the National Women’s Law Center, the ACLU, NOW, the Ms. 
Foundation, and the National Education Association.) Girls and boys enroll in these programs in roughly 
the same numbers, but they tend to pursue different fields. According to one NCWGE report, “Girls are 
largely absent from traditional male courses, comprising only 4% of heating, A/C and refrigeration students, 
5% of welding students, 6% of electrical and plumber/pipefitter students and 9% of automotive students.” 55 
At the same time, they account for 98 percent of students enrolled in cosmetology, 87 percent of child-care 
students, and 86 percent of health-related fields.5© Such enrollment patterns, they say, “reflect, at least in 
part, the persistence of sex stereotyping and sex discrimination.”57 

But what if they reflect preferences? What if girls are not that interested in refrigeration or welding, 
compared to early childhood education or nursing? We can all agree that career and technical programs 
should do what they can to attract and engage female (and male) students in nontraditional occupations. 
Electricians can earn more than child-care workers. The girls should know this—indeed, they probably 
know it all too well. According to Alison Fraser, a curriculum specialist at Blackstone Valley Tech (and 
author of the Pioneer Institute study on Massachusetts programs), recruiting more girls into nontraditional 
fields (“nontrads” for short) is an overwhelming preoccupation at schools like hers. “It is all we think about,” 
Fraser told me. She describes Blackstone Valley Tech girls, pressured to sign up for auto body and machine 
shop programs, who then come to her in tears saying they just don’t want those careers. Says Fraser, 


We do everything we can to promote nontraditional fields. We bring in successful women welders and 
electricians; we counsel the girls and their parents about the benefits of traditional male fields. We 
force them to explore fields outside their interests. But we cannot force them into a career they don’t 
want (Fraser’s emphasis).58 


Why are vocational schools going to such lengths to persuade girls to become welders rather than nurses? 
Because state and federal equity officials require them to. Under the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 
Education Act, first enacted in 1984, the US Department of Education disburses $1.1 billion annually 
through the states to secondary schools and colleges for vocational and technical training. The act requires 
schools to take aggressive measures to persuade young women to enter nontraditional fields. Career and 
technical schools live in fear that with too few “nontrads,” they will fall short of their “Perkins number”—an 
illusive, nonspecific, and ever-changing gender quota. As Fraser told me, it is not enough to get girls to 
explore new areas, we have to “get them to sign up, and get them to stay there.” And the requirements are 
about to become even tougher—moving toward precisely defined gender goals and quotas. 

In April 2012, US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan sent out a “Blueprint” for reforming the Perkins 
Act when it is reauthorized in 2013. “This is not a time to tinker with [Career and Technical Education],” 
said the secretary, “it is time to transform it.” 59 One proposed transformation is equity for women and girls. 
“This commitment,” explains the Duncan Blueprint, “stems from the fact that the everyday educational 
experience of women . . . violate[s] the belief in equity at the heart of the American promise.”60 To fulfill 
the commitment, the Perkins Act will “ensure equity in access, participation and outcomes” by providing 
“wrap around supports” (my emphasis).6! Such vagueness will be more than enough for the girl-power 
lobby to set up shop at the heart of Perkins Act grant making and enforcement. 

The National Women’s Law Center is already prepared to wrap around. It has developed state-by state 
litigation guides— Tools of the Trade: Using the Law to Address Sex Segregation in High School Career and 
Technical Education. ‘The toolkit informs readers that the “data show a stark pattern of under-representation 
of girls in non-traditional CTE course in every region of the country.”62 To wit: 


¢ In Massachusetts, “120 girls are enrolled in electrician courses, compared to 1,717 boys’; and “1,605 
girls are enrolled in cosmetology courses, compared to 36 boys.”63 
¢ In Maryland, “189 girls are enrolled in automotive courses, compared to 2,425 boys.”64 


Interested parties are advised: “Contact the National Women’s Law Center if you want to take action to 
address the under-representation of female students in CTE in your school or state.”®5 Note the use of 
under-representation as a synonym for discrimination. The new Perkins Act will further empower the 
women’s lobby to threaten schools like Aviation and Blackstone Valley with lawsuits. 

Why pursue this course? Instead of spending millions of dollars in a dubious effort to change aspiring 
cosmetologists into welders, education officials should concentrate on helping young people, male and 
female, enter careers that interest them. “What we do not need,” said Alison Fraser from Blackstone Valley 
Tech, “is having the state say, you have to force these round pegs into square holes.”66 

The Perkins Act is not the only reason pressure is increasing on Alison Fraser and her colleagues to change 
their students’ preferences. On the fortieth anniversary of the Title [IX equity law in June 2012, the White 
House announced that the Department of Education would be adopting a new and more rigorous 
application of Title IX to high school and college technology, engineering, and science programs. According 
to the White House press release, “The Department of Education will announce the revision of its Title IX 
Technical Assistance presentation, made available nationwide to state and local education agencies across the 
country, to include information on how institutions receiving federal financial assistance are also required to 
ensure equal access to educational programs and resources in STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
math) fields.” President Obama explained the rationale in a Newsweek op-ed: 


Let’s not forget, Title [IX isn’t just about sports. From addressing inequality in math and science 
education to preventing sexual assault on campus to fairly funding athletic programs, Title IX ensures 
equality for our young people in every aspect of their education. It’s a springboard for success: it’s 
thanks in part to legislation like Title IX that more women graduate from college prepared to work in 
a much broader range of fields, including engineering and technology. I’ve said that women will shape 
the destiny of this country, and I mean it. 


It is admirable for President Obama to encourage young women to shape our country’s destiny—but 
that is already happening. It is our underachieving young men that destiny is leaving behind, and they are 
being discouraged rather than encouraged by our political elites. 

Introducing divisive gender politics into schools like Aviation High and Blackstone Valley Tech is the last 
thing we should be doing. While it is true that fewer young women than men enter fields like engineering, 
aviation, and automobile repair, young women are soaring in areas such as biology, psychology, and 
veterinary medicine.67 In 2010, women held 64 percent of seats in graduate programs in the social sciences, 
75 percent in public administration, 78 percent in veterinary medicine, and 80 percent in health sciences.8 
Will the federal government demand Title [X investigations in those female-dominated programs? Will our 
high schools and colleges be taken to task for doing a far better job educating girls than boys? Not likely. 
There is no National Coalition for Boys in Education, no lobby promoting changes in the Perkins Act or 
Title IX to help them. And, unlike in England and Australia, no political leader has spoken out publicly on 
their behalf. 

Between the Perkins Act reauthorization and the new application of Title IX to technology and 
engineering programs, schools will be forced to adopt gender quotas in those few programs that seem to be 
working for at-risk boys. Women’s groups vehemently deny that quotas are in the offing. “Title [IX does not 


require quotas,” says the NCWGE. “It simply requires that schools allocate participation opportunities 
nondiscriminatorily.”69 But over the years, this diffuse requirement has been interpreted by judges, 
Department of Education officials, college administrators, and women’s groups to mean that women are 
entitled to “statistical proportionality.” What does that mean? Consider what happened in sports. 

If a college’s student body is 60 percent female, then 60 percent of the athletes should be female—even if 
far fewer women than men are interested in playing sports at that college. But many athletic directors have 
been unable to attract the same proportions of women as men. To avoid government harassment, loss of 
funding, and lawsuits, they have simply eliminated men’s teams. Vocation and technical schools won't get 
rid of their “male teams” in welding, engineering, or automotive repair, but they are likely to cut them back 
and practice reverse discrimination in favor of girls. More resources will be deployed to change the 
preferences of young women to suit the ideology of groups like the AAUW and the National Women’s Law 
Center. School leaders have no matching incentive to develop programs that could attract great numbers of 
disengaged young men. On the contrary, they are well advised to avoid them. Such programs will put them 
at risk of a federal investigation and loss of funds. 

The Montreal professor, Sumitra Rajagopalan, is surely right. Boys, more than girls, are natural tinkerers, 
builders, and systematizers. There are a few colleges that have no trouble attracting males—schools whose 
names include “tech.” If you build them, males will come: Georgia Tech (69 percent male), Rochester 
Institute of Technology (67 percent); South Dakota School of Mines and Technology (74 percent), and 
Embry Riddle Aeronautical (85 percent). The Department of Education and the president should be doing 
all they can to help young men become the builders, engineers, and techies so many of them want to be. 
Instead, they are creating powerful obstacles to thwart them. 

Temple Grandin, professor of animal science at Colorado State, is an advocate for those who, like herself, 
are afflicted with a type of autism known as Asperger’s syndrome. She once told an interviewer: 


Who do you think made the first stone spear? That wasn’t the yakkity yaks sitting around the 
campfire. It was some Asperger sitting in the back of a cave figuring out how to chip rocks into 
spearheads. Without some autistic traits you wouldn't even have a recording device to record this 
conversation on./0 


But we know that autistic traits are far more common in males than females. Scientists such as 
Cambridge University’s Simon Baron-Cohen believe autism offers insight into the typical male mind. 7! It 
helps explain the universal male fixation on gadgets, technology, and engineering. Why war against this 
reality? Why try to change tinkerers into yakkity yaks, or vice versa? To thrive as a society, we need both. By 
neglecting the needs and interests of boys, we not only sacrifice their life prospects, but our society’s 
technological future. 


Are There More Girl Geniuses? 


A 2010 New York Times report carries more bad news for boys. A significant gender gap favoring girls has 
arisen inside New York City’s gifted and talented programs. According to the article, “Around the city, the 
current crop of gifted kindergarteners . . . is 56 percent girls, and in the 2008-2009 year, 55 percent were 
girls.”72 In some of the most elite programs, almost three-fifths of the prodigies are girls. Could it be that 
girls are simply smarter than boys? 

In fact, males and females appear to be equally intelligent on average. But on standardized intelligence 
tests, more males than females get off-the-chart scores in both directions. The greater variance of males on 


intelligence tests is one of the best-established findings in psychometric literature. Males predominate among 
the mentally deficient and the abnormally brilliant. The difference in variation isn’t huge, but it is large and 
consistent enough that a fair selection process for a gifted-and-talented program will generally produce more 
boys than girls. 

To give just one example of the difference in IQ distribution, here is what a group of Scottish 
psychologists found in 2002 when they analyzed the results of IQ tests given to nearly all eleven-year-olds in 
Scotland in 1932. 


Figure 12: 1Q Scores in Scotland, 1932, Gender Percent by IQ Score 
Sample size: 79,376 11-year-olds 
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Source: Scottish Mental Survey, 1932. 


This study, one of the most comprehensive in the literature, shows that for the highest IQ score of 140, 
boys outnumbered girls 277 to 203 (or 57.7 percent boys versus 42.3 percent girls), and for the lowest IQ 
boys also outnumber girls, by 188 to 133 (or 58.6 percent boys versus 41.4 percent girls).73 

Little appears to have changed in the cognitive profile of men and women since prewar Scotland. Those 
with IQs above 140 or below 70 are still very much the exception. They can be male or female, but males 
have a statistically significant edge at both extremes. How did things get turned around with New York 
City’s kindergarteners? Here is how the Times describes playtime for a group of five-year-old braniacs: 


Four of the boys went to the corner to build an intricate highway structure and a factory from 
wooden blocks, while two others built trucks. One girl helped them, by creating signs on Post-its to 
stick on the buildings. Another kindergarten girl, Tamar Greenberg, stood to announce to the class 
her own activity, a Hebrew lesson. “We're moving to the green table because it’s too distracting with 
the computers” in the back, she told the other children. On a roster, she neatly recorded the names of 
the three children who joined her for the lesson: Skyler, Isabelle and Bayla. “No boys were 
interested,” Tamar said.74 


Highly gifted boys and girls are just like other children in one respect: in both groups, the girls are more 
mature, more verbal, and more capable of sitting still. Until a few years ago, admissions directors for New 
York City’s gifted programs took account of these differences and through a series of tests, interviews, and 


observations managed to recruit roughly equal numbers of budding engineers and linguists. 

But the old practice of taking equal numbers of boys and girls was phased out a few years ago when 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg and his administration sought to make the application process more fair, open, 
and uniform. Reforms were needed because, for many years, admission procedures were haphazard and 
varied from school to school. Parents who knew how to work the system had a huge advantage. Many 
average children with assertive parents found their way into the city’s elite programs—and many bright but 
socially disadvantaged children never had a chance. The Bloomberg administration imposed a uniform and 
transparent admission process so that all applicants (about fifteen thousand four- and five-year-olds) now 
take the same two standardized tests. Only children who score in the 90th percentile or above can enter the 
programs. This approach leaves little room for parental lobbying. 

The reformers believed this open and consistent procedure would yield a more ethnically diverse group 
of students. So far it has not. It Aas yielded more girls than boys. As the Times reports, the test is “more 
verbal than other tests” and it plays to girls’ strengths. Boys are especially disadvantaged by the necessity to sit 
quietly for one hour and focus exclusively on the test.75 Pre-kindergarten boys with mental abilities three or 
four standard deviations above the mean have astonishing talents. But as Terry Neu, an expert on gifted 
boys, told me, sitting still for an extended period of time is not one of them. The capacity to remain seated 
for a long test does not reliably measure brilliance, but requiring pre-K children to do it is a sure way of 
securing more places for girls than boys in a gifted program.76 

The developing gender gap in the gifted programs of New York City does not indicate that girls are 
smarter than boys. Rather, it shows how well-intentioned government officials and educators—adults with 
the standard adult preferences for order and quiet—can disregard boys’ needs and abilities and unwittingly 
adopt policies stacked against them. It is a small part of the long story of how boys have become the have- 
nots in American education. 


The Road to Recovery 


American educators and government officials should follow the example of the British and Australians. We 
are kindred spirits—inclusive, fractious democracies. We all embrace and insist upon the social and political 
equality of the sexes, and we all contend with the sometimes excessive pressures for political correctness and 
multiculturalism. Yet, somehow, the British and Australians openly acknowledge the plight of boys and are 
unapologetically taking steps to help them. The mood in Great Britain and Australia is constructive and 
informed by good research and common sense. The mood in the United States is contentious, ideological, 
and cowed by gender politics. The British have their parliamentary “toolkit of effective practices” for 
educating boys,77 while Americans have the National Women’s Law Center’s Tools of the Trade: Using the 
Law to Address Sex Segregation in High School Career and Technical Education. 

We should pay close attention to the advice dispensed by the British Boys’ Reading Commission and the 
Australians’ Success for Boys. That means more experiments with single-sex classes and academies. That 
means more schools of education offering special courses on boy-friendly pedagogy. Old-fashioned, 
structured, competitive, teacher-directed classrooms work best for many boys. Too many get lost in jazz 
improvisations. We must make room for more boy-enthralling, job-directed schools like Aviation High 
School and Blackstone Valley Tech, and more boy-effective teachers like Chicago’s Mrs. Daugherty and 
Montreal’s Professor Rajagopalan. 

Most of all, we need a change of attitude. The women’s lobby, the Department of Education, the gender 
theorists in our schools of education, the ACLU, the authors of the Perkins Act Reauthorization, and the 
president of the United States are so carried away with girl power they have forgotten about our male 


children. They have distracted themselves and the nation from acknowledging a plain and simple fact: 
American boys across the ability spectrum and in all age groups have become second-class citizens in the 
nation’s schools. The Australians and British are coping with this reality. If they can do it, so can we. 


8 
The Moral Life of Boys 


Dey who are morally neglected have unpleasant ways of getting themselves noticed. All children need 


clear, unequivocal rules. They need structure. They thrive on firm guidance and fair discipline from the 
adults in their lives. But boys need these things even more than girls do. 

The Josephson Institute of Ethics conducts surveys on the moral attitudes of young people. Girls 
routinely far outperform boys in every measure of honesty and self-control. As part of the 2010 Report Cara 
on the Ethics of American Youth, Josephson researchers polled a sample of more than forty thousand high 
school students. They found that significantly more boys “agree” or “strongly agree” with the following 
statements: 


e “A person has to lie or cheat sometimes in order to succeed” (47.4 percent of males versus 29.8 percent 
of females).! 

° “It’s not cheating if everyone’s doing it” (19.1 percent of males, 9.8 percent of females).2 

¢ “It’s sometimes okay to hit or threaten a person who makes me angry” (36.7 percent of males, 19.1 
percent of females).3 


The American Psychiatric Association defines a “conduct disorder” as “a repetitive and persistent pattern 
of behavior in which the basic rights of others, or other major age-appropriate societal norms or rules, are 
violated.”4 According to the APA, the prevalence of conduct disorder has increased since the 1960s. Far 
more males than females fit the pattern. “Rates vary depending on the nature of populations sampled and 
the methods of ascertainment: for males under age 18 years, rates range from 6 percent to 16 percent; for 
females, rates range from 2 percent to 9 percent.”5 For conduct disorders severe enough to gain the 
attention of the police, boys also predominate. According to the Justice Department’s Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention Center, 62 percent of children younger than age eighteen arrested for 
property crimes in 2009 were boys; of those arrested for violent crimes, 82 percent were boys.¢ 

The male's greater propensity for antisocial behavior is cross-cultural. A 1997 University of Vermont 
study compared parents’ reports of children’s behavior in twelve countries. The populations studied (which 
included the United States, Thailand, Greece, Jamaica, Puerto Rico, and Sweden) differed greatly in how 
they raised children and defined gender roles. Yet in every case boys were more likely than girls to fight, 
swear, steal, throw tantrums, and threaten others.7 

Every new generation enters society unformed. Princeton University demographer Norman B. Ryder 
speaks of “a perennial invasion of barbarians who must somehow be civilized . . . for societal survival.” 8 
Ryder views the problem from the vantage point of society. But when socialization is inadequate, the 
children also suffer. A society that fails in its mission to humanize and civilize its children fails its male 
children in uniquely harmful ways. 

Janet Daley, the education writer at the Daily Telegraph in London, has written at length about how the 
lack of directive moral education harms boys more than girls: 


There is one indisputable fact with which anyone who is serious about helping young men must come 
to terms: boys need far more discipline, structure and authority in their lives than do girls. . . . Boys 
must be actively constrained by a whole phalanx of adults who come into contact with them— 
parents, teachers, neighbors, policemen, passers-by in the streets—before they can be expected to 
control their asocial, egoistic impulses.? 


What happens when boys never encounter that “phalanx of adults”? We don't have to look far. In the 
middle and late decades of the twentieth century, the United States experimented with value-free education. 
Stanford education scholar William Damon has described the era: 


Educators found themselves embedded in a . . . postmodern world. Most responded by concluding 
that the moral part of their traditional mission had become obsolete. Moral relativism was in, in loco 
parentis was out. . . . This thinking was a misconception that caused so many readily apparent 
casualties among the young that it was bound to be abandoned sooner or later.10 


Today, most schools have abandoned once popular laissez-faire attitudes toward behavior. As we saw in 
earlier chapters, many now err in the opposite direction, with draconian zero-tolerance policies for even 
harmless behavior. But it is instructive to go back a few decades to a time when large numbers of adults 
defected altogether from the central task of civilizing the children in their care. 


When the “Barbarians” Don’t Get Civilized 


In the late 1980s and early 1990s, newspapers carried shocking stories about adolescent boys exploiting, 
assaulting, and terrorizing girls. In the South Bronx, a group of boys known as the “whirlpoolers” 
surrounded girls in public swimming pools and sexually assaulted them. In Glen Ridge, New Jersey, popular 
high school athletes raped a mentally disabled girl. In Lakewood, California, a gang of high school boys 
known as the Spur Posse turned the sexual exploitation of girls into a team sport.!1 

Women’s groups seized on these incidents as symptomatic of a violent misogyny pervading American 
culture. The cause? Stereotypical male socialization. Referring to the Glen Ridge case, feminist pioneer Betty 
Friedan noted somberly that, “machismo is a fertile ground for the seeds of evil.” 12 Columnist Judy Mann 
wrote that the Spur Posse case “contains all the ingredients of patriarchal culture gone haywire.” 13 For Susan 
Faludi, the Spurs were “ground zero of the American masculinity crisis.”14 

Author Joan Didion wrote a lengthy piece on the Spur Posse for the New Yorker, and Columbia 
University journalism professor Bernard Lefkowitz spent six years researching the Glen Ridge case for his 
1997 book, Our Guys: The Glen Ridge Rape and the Secret Life of the Perfect Suburb. Didion and Lefkowitz 
offer detailed portraits of the lives of the young male predators. We can see for ourselves some of the forces 
that turned seemingly normal boys into criminals. Were they desensitized by being separated from their 
mothers at too early an age, as William Pollack and Carol Gilligan suggest? Are they products of 
conventional male socialization? Are they the offspring of what Judy Mann calls the “machocracy”? 15 The 
narrative evidence points, albeit unintentionally, to an entirely different cause. 


“Our Guys” 


The Glen Ridge rape was reported on May 25, 1989. Several popular high school athletes had lured a 
mentally disabled girl into a basement, removed her clothes, and penetrated her with a broomstick. 
Lefkowitz was intrigued by the question of how seemingly normal American boys had come to commit such 


acts: “This wasn’t about just a couple of oddballs with a sadistic streak. . . . Thirteen males were present in 
the basement where the alleged rape occurred. There also were reports that a number of other boys had tried 
to entice the young woman into the basement a second time to repeat the experience. . . . | wanted to know 
more about how this privileged American community raised its children, especially its sons.” 16 

According to Lefkowitz, these boys were “pure gold, every mother’s dream, every father’s pride. They 
were not only Glen Ridge’s finest, but in their perfection they belonged to all of us. They were Our 
Guys.”!7 To find out what had gone wrong, he undertook “an examination of the character of their 
community and of the young people who grew up in it.”18 

Lefkowitz shares with Friedan and Mann the view that machismo created much of the evil: 


The Jocks didn’t invent the idea of mistreating young women. The ruling clique of teenagers adhered 

to a code of behavior that mimicked, distorted and exaggerated the values of the adult world around 
them. . . . But these misguided and ultimately dehumanizing values were not exclusive to this one 
small town. As the continuing revelations of sexual harassment and abuse in the military, in colleges, 
in the workplace . . . suggest, these values have deep roots in American life.19 


Lefkowitz presents the Glen Ridge story as a modern morality tale about misogyny and the oppression of 
women. But the facts he powerfully reports sustain a very different interpretation. The real story is about 
how a group of adults—parents, teachers, coaches, and community leaders—failed massively and tragically 
to carry out their responsibility to civilize the children in their care. The problem with these young male 
predators was not conventional male socialization, but its absence. 

All through elementary school and junior high, Chris Archer and twins Kevin and Kyle Scherzer, the 
three boys who would later be convicted of first-degree sexual assault, had bullied other students and 
mistreated teachers. The “jocks,” as their group was called, routinely disrupted class with outbursts and 
obscenities. They smashed up the science laboratory, trashed the Glen Ridge Country Club (surely a redoubt 
of the suburban patriarchy), stole from other students, and vandalized homes. All these actions apparently 
went unpunished. No charges were filed. No arrests were made. No athletic privileges were rescinded. No 
apologies were demanded or received. According to Lefkowitz, the jocks had such a bad reputation that 
twenty families withdrew their children from the school system during their reign.20 

The history of abuse of the mentally disabled girl, known as Leslie, went back to Kevin and Kyle’s early 
childhood. ‘The girl’s mother reports that when the twins were in kindergarten, they tricked her daughter 
into eating dog feces. Later, they fed her mud, pinched her arm until it was covered with welts, and routinely 
referred to her in public as “Brain-Les,” “Head-Les,” and “retard.” 

Again, it seems the boys were never reprimanded or punished. Leslie’s parents chose not to tell Kevin and 
Kyle’s parents about the feces, the mud, and the welts. No one seemed to see the behavior in moral terms. 
Leslie’s parents did consult a child psychologist, who blamed the incidents on the girl’s immaturity— 
something she would grow out of. The active malice and cruelty of the boys was never regarded as a serious 
problem to be disciplined and stopped. 

From the time they were small children, the boys who would later take part in the rape were 
opportunistically abusive and cruel to nearly anyone who crossed their paths. This pattern persisted through 
adolescence. It affected their peers regardless of sex. Later on, it affected their teachers and schoolmates. ‘The 
glaring absence of any firm discipline, the failure of the adults in their lives to punish them for their 
egregious actions, turned them into monsters. 

By the time the Glen Ridge boys assaulted Leslie in the basement, they had had years of experience with 
mayhem and abuse without suffering any consequences. Where were their parents? The school officials? The 


police? According to David Maltman, principal of the Glen Ridge Middle School, “These kids would act up 
in class, disrupt the learning situation, set other kids up, get in fights with them, go after them back and 
forth to school. By the fifth grade, they already had had a bad name for a long time.”2! Officials did attempt 
to intervene. Just before the unruly cohort entered high school, Maltman and the teachers developed a plan 
to introduce more discipline and order into the school. It had several features that are standard in many 
schools: 


¢ Students with learning and behavior disorders would be identified and put in special classes, and, where 
necessary, would be given professional treatment. (Kevin Scherzer, for example, had been classified as 
“neurologically impaired” in second grade. But his parents always insisted he be mainstreamed and 
treated as normal.) 

¢ The school would hire a crisis-intervention counselor and institute an alcohol awareness program. 


¢ The school would draw up a new code of discipline, which it would strictly enforce. 


Many Glen Ridge parents were incensed by these plans. They argued that hiring crisis-intervention 
counselors and having alcohol programs would give Glen Ridge a bad reputation. The very idea of having 
their children “classified” under some category of disorder made these parents angry. When Maltman 
presented the seemingly mild code of discipline at a parents meeting, “all hell broke loose.” According to the 
principal, “The parents thought these were Gestapo methods.”22 

Lefkowitz, Friedan, and Mann draw the wrong lesson. This is not a story about an American “patriarchal 
culture gone awry’; it is about what happens to children in a moral wasteland. These boys were raised so 
permissively, with so little moral guidance, and with adult passivity even in the face of the most loathsome 
conduct, that they ended up sociopaths. It is a tale of young barbarians who were never civilized—a 
suburban Lord of the Flies. The difference is that the feral English boys in William Golding’s novel 
committed their atrocities when they were isolated from adults and civil society, stranded on an island after a 
shipwreck. What is so chilling about Glen Ridge is all the timid, doting adults who presided for years over 
their children’s moral disintegration. The lesson of the Lakewood Spur Posse is the same. 


“What’s Not to Like About Me?” 


The Spur Posse, a high school clique that took its name from the San Antonio Spurs basketball team, 
consisted of twenty to thirty middle-class boys who competed with one another in “scoring” with girls, 
especially underage girls. In March 1993, nine members were arrested and charged with a variety of crimes 
ranging from sexual assault to rape. One of the alleged victims was a ten-year-old girl. 

Eventually, most of the charges were dropped, but these swaggering, ignorant, predatory boys from 
“Rapewood” enjoyed a temporary celebrity. “We didn’t do nothing wrong ’cause it’s not illegal to hookup,” 
an indignant nineteen-year-old, Billy Shehan, told the New York Times.23 The boys appeared on the 
Dateline, Maury Povich, Jane Whitney, and Jenny Jones television shows, telling fascinated audiences about 
their sexual adventures. 

Orthodox feminist writers like Betty Friedan, Judy Mann, and Susan Faludi saw in the Spur Posse an 
embodiment of macho-patriarchal ideals. Less encumbered by a feminist framework, novelist and social 
critic Joan Didion saw them more conventionally as a group of proto-sociopathic boys. When Didion 
visited Lakewood in 1993 to do her story for The New Yorker, she noted that contempt for women was not 
the only thing the members of the Spur Posse had in common. Like the Glen Ridge jocks, these boys had 


been permitted to terrorize a town with impunity for years. A member of the school board told Didion 


stories of Spurs approaching nine- and ten-year-old children in playgrounds, stealing their baseball bats, and 
saying, “If you tell anyone, I'll beat your head in.” The group had a long history of antisocial behavior, 
including burglary, credit card fraud, assault, arson, and even an attempted bombing. 

Like the jocks, the Spur Posse had little sense of the harm and suffering they were causing and no feelings 
of remorse or shame. One thing they did have was high self-esteem. Didion writes in her New Yorker piece: 
“The boys seemed to have heard about self-esteem, most recently at the ‘ethics’ assemblies . . . the school had 
hastily organized after the arrests, but hey, no problem. ‘I’m definitely comfortable with myself and my self- 
esteem, one said on Dateline.”24 When another interviewer asked a member of the group if he liked 
himself, the surprised boy replied, “Yeah, why wouldn’t I? I mean, what is not to like about me?”25 

The mayor of Lakewood, Marc Titel, rightly saw in this group of boys a deplorable failure of moral 
education: “We need to look at what kind of values we are communicating to our kids.”26 Because boys are 
by nature more physically aggressive, less risk-averse, and more prone to rule breaking, the communication 
has to be clear and explicit. Boys, as a rule, require a form of character education that places strong 
behavioral constraints on them—constraints that many progressive educators feel we have no right to impose 
on any child. 

It is absurd to talk of the Glen Ridge and Lakewood outrages in terms of “patriarchal culture gone 
haywire” or “ground zero of a masculinity crisis.” They are instead evidence of what can happen when adults 
withhold elementary moral instruction from the young males in their charge, and punishment from acts of 
youthful terrorism. The more one faults masculinity for such acts, the further one strays from 
acknowledging the failures of moral education in the last decades of the twentieth century. 


A Socratic Dialogue 


Unfortunately, even some moral philosophers are reluctant to talk plainly about right and wrong and to 
pronounce judgment on clear cases of moral callowness and immaturity. In the fall of 1996, I took part ina 
televised “Socratic dialogue” on moral dilemmas with another ethics professor, a history teacher, and seven 
high school students. The program, Ethical Choices: Individual Voices, was shown on public television and is 
still circulated to high schools for use in classroom discussions of right and wrong.27 Its message still troubles 
me. 

In one typical exchange, the moderator, Stanford law professor Kim Taylor-Thompson, posed this 
dilemma to the students: Your teacher has unexpectedly assigned you a five-page paper. You have only a few 
days to do it, and you are already overwhelmed with work. Would it be wrong to hand in someone else’s 
paper? 

Two of the girls found the suggestion unthinkable and spoke about responsibility, honor, and principle. 
“T wouldn’ do it. It is a matter of integrity,” said Elizabeth. “It’s dishonest,” said Erin. But two of the boys 
saw nothing wrong with cheating. Eleventh grader Joseph flatly said, “If you have the opportunity, you 
should use it.” Eric concurred. “I would use the paper and offer it to my friends.” 

I had taught moral philosophy to college freshmen for more than fifteen years, so I was not surprised to 
find students on the PBS program defending cheating. There are some in every class who play devil’s 
advocate with an open admiration for the devil’s position. But at least that evening, in our PBS “Socratic 
dialogue,” I expected to have a professional ally in fellow panelist William Puka, a philosophy professor at 
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. Surely he would join me in making the case for honesty. 

Instead, the professor told the students that it was the teacher who was immoral for having given the 
students such a burdensome assignment. He was disappointed in us for not seeing it his way. “What disturbs 
me,’ he said, “is how accepting you all seem to be of this assignment. To me it’s outrageous from the point 


of view of learning to force you to write a paper in this short a time.”28 

For most of the session, the professor focused on the hypocrisy of parents, teachers, and corporations but 
had little to say about the moral obligations of students. When we discussed the immorality of shoplifting, 
he implied that stores were in the wrong for their pricing policies and talked about “corporations deciding 
on a twelve percent profit margin . . . and perhaps sweatshops. ”29 

The professor was friendly and to all appearances well-meaning. Perhaps his goal was to embolden 
students to question authority and rules. That, however, is something contemporary adolescents are already 
good at. Too often, we teach students to question principles before they understand them. And in this case 
the professor was advising school students to question moral teachings and behavioral guidelines that are 
crucial to their well-being. 

Professor Puka’s “hands-off” style was fashionable in public schools for more than thirty years. It has gone 
under various names: values clarification, situation ethics, self-esteem education. These value-free approaches 
to ethics have flourished at a time when many parents fail to give children basic guidance in right and wrong. 
The decline of directive moral education has been bad for all children, but is has been especially bad for 
boys. 


Value-Free Kids 


In 1970, Theodore Sizer, then dean of the Harvard School of Education, coedited with his wife, Nancy, a 
collection of ethics lectures entitled Moral Education.30 The preface set the tone by condemning the 
morality of the “Christian gentleman,” “the American prairie,” the McGuffey Readers, and the hypocrisy of 
teachers who tolerate a grading system that is the “terror of the young.”3! The Sizers were critical of the 
“crude and philosophically simpleminded sermonizing tradition” of the nineteenth century. They referred to 
directive ethics education in all its guises as “the old morality.” According to the Sizers, leading 
contemporary moralists agree that that kind of morality “can and should be scrapped.”32 

Some twenty-four hundred years ago, Aristotle articulated what children need: clear guidance on how to 
be moral human beings. Aristotle compared moral education to physical training. Just as we become strong 
and skillful by doing things that require strength and skill, so too do we become good by practicing 
goodness. Ethical education, as he understood it, was training in emotional control and disciplined behavior. 
First, children must be socialized by inculcating into them habits of decency and using suitable punishments 
and rewards to discipline them to behave well. Eventually they will understand the reasons for and 
advantages of being moral human beings. Aristotle’s principles for raising moral children were unquestioned 
through most of Western history; even today his teachings represent commonsense opinion about child 
rearing. What Aristotle advocated became the default model for moral education over the centuries. He 
showed parents and teachers how to civilize the invading hordes of child barbarians. Only in the last decades 
of the twentieth century did large numbers of parents and educators begin to denigrate his teachings. 

The Sizers, for example, favored a “new morality” that gives primacy to students’ autonomy and 
independence. Teachers should never preach or attempt to inculcate virtue; rather, through their actions, 
they should demonstrate a “fierce commitment” to social justice. In part, that means democratizing the 
classroom: “Teacher and children can learn about morality from each other.”33 

The Sizers preached a doctrine that was already being practiced in many American schools. Schools were 
scrapping the “old morality” in favor of alternatives that gave primacy to the children’s moral autonomy. 
“Values clarification” was popular in the 1970s. Proponents of values clarification consider it inappropriate 
for a teacher to encourage students, however subtly or indirectly, to adopt the values of the teacher or the 
community. The cardinal sin is to impose values on the student. Instead, the teacher’s job is to help the 


students discover “their own values.” In Readings in Values Clarification (1973), two of the leaders of the 
movement, Sidney Simon and Howard Kirschenbaum, explain what is wrong with traditional ethics 
education: “We call this approach ‘moralizing,’ although it has also been known as inculcation, imposition, 
indoctrination, and in its most extreme form, ‘brainwashing.’ ”34 

However, the purpose of moral education is not to preserve our children’s autonomy but to develop a 
character they will rely on as adults. Children who receive guidance and develop good moral habits find it 
easier to become autonomous adults. Conversely, children who are left to their own devices will flounder. 

Lawrence Kohlberg, a Harvard moral psychologist, developed “cognitive moral development,” another 
favored approach during the laissez-faire years. Kohlberg shared the Sizers’ low opinion of traditional 
morality, referring disdainfully to the “old bags of virtues” that earlier educators had sought to inculcate. 35 
Kohlbergian teachers were more traditional than the proponents of values clarification. They sought to 
promote a Kantian awareness of duty and responsibility in students. They were also traditional in their 
Opposition to the moral relativism that many progressive educators found congenial. But they shared with 
other progressives a scorn for any form of top-down inculcation of moral principles. They, too, believed in 
“student-centered teaching,” where the teacher acts less as a guide than as a “facilitator” of the student’s 
development. 

Kohlberg himself would later change his mind and concede that his rejection of “indoctrinative” moral 
education had been a mistake.36 But his admirable recantation had little effect. Throughout the 1980s and 
1990s, the traditional directive approach to moral education had fallen into desuetude in most public 
schools. 

Ironically, the next fashion in progressive pedagogy, “student-centered learning,” was soon to leave the 
Kohlbergians and the values clarifiers far behind. The new buzzword was self-esteem, and by the late 1980s it 
had become all the rage. Ethics was superseded by attention to the child’s personal sense of well-being; the 
school’s primary aim was to teach children to prize their rights and self-worth. In the old days, teachers 
would assign seventh graders to write about “The Person I Admire Most”; now students were assigned to 
write essays celebrating themselves. In one popular middle school English text, an assignment called “The 
Nobel Prize for Being You” informs students that they are “wonderful” and “amazing” and instructs them to 
“create two documents in connection with your Nobel Prize. Let the first document be a nomination letter 
written by the person who knows you best. Let the second be the script for your acceptance speech, which 
you will give at the annual award ceremony in Stockholm, Sweden.” For extra credit, students can award 
themselves a trophy “that is especially designed for you and no one else.”37 

Throughout most of human history, children learned about virtue and honor by hearing or reading the 
inspiring stories of great men and women. During the 1970s and 1980s, the practice was replaced by 
practices that suggested to students that they were their own best guides in life. This turn to the autonomous 
subject as the ultimate moral authority is a notable consequence of the triumph of the progressive style over 
traditional directive methods of education. 

It’s hard to see how the Harvard theorists who urged teachers to jettison the “crude and philosophically 
simpleminded sermonizing tradition” can today defend the crude egoism that has replaced it. Apart from the 
philosophical niceties, there are concrete behavioral consequences. The moral deregulation that the 
progressive educators called for took hold in the very decades that saw a rise in conduct disorders among 
boys in the nation’s schools. 38 No doubt much, perhaps most, of this trend can be ascribed to the large 
social changes that weakened families, such as the disappearance of fathers. But some of the blame can be 
laid at the doors of the well-intentioned professors who helped to undermine the schools traditional mission 
of morally edifying their pupils. 


Few thinkers have written about liberty and individual autonomy with greater passion and good sense 


than the nineteenth-century philosopher John Stuart Mill. But Mill makes it clear he is talking about adults. 
“We are not speaking of children,” he says in On Liberty. “Nobody denies that people should be so taught 
and trained in youth as to know and benefit by the ascertained results of human experience.”39 

Mill could not foresee the advent of thinkers like the Sizers and the values clarificationists who would 
glibly recommend “scrapping” the old morality. From the loftiest of progressive motives, many schools were 
robbed of the ability to enforce society’s codes and rules. 


The Courts Enter the Fray 


The courts also played a role in eroding teachers’ and school officials’ power to enforce traditional moral 
standards and discipline. In 1969, in Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District, the US 
Supreme Court ruled that Iowa school authorities violated students’ rights by denying them permission to 
wear protest armbands to school. Justice Abe Fortas, in the majority opinion, found the action of the school 
authorities unconstitutional: “It can hardly be argued that students shed their constitutional rights to 
freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate.”49 Justice Hugo Black dissented. Though a great 
champion of the First Amendment, he noted that schoolchildren “need to learn, not teach.” He wrote, 
presciently: “It is the beginning of a new revolutionary era of permissiveness in this country fostered by the 
Judiciary. . . . Turned loose with lawsuits for damages and injunctions against their teachers . . . it is nothing 
but wishful thinking to imagine that young, immature students will not soon believe it is their right to 
control the schools.”41 

Abigail Thernstrom, a political scientist at the Manhattan Institute, cites Tinker as the beginning of the 
end of effective school discipline. She also sees it as an unfortunate example of Rousseauian romanticism in 
the courts. According to Thernstrom, “[Fortas’s majority] opinion was a romantic celebration of conflict and 
permissiveness, even within the schoolhouse walls—as if the future of democratic government and American 
culture could be placed in jeopardy had the students been told to stage their demonstration elsewhere.”42 

In 1975, a second case that would further diminish the authority of school officials to correct student 
behavior reached the high court. In Goss v. Lopez, the Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional for schools to 
suspend students without due process. Justice Byron White, who wrote the majority opinion, strongly 
favored extending students’ rights. Justice Lewis Powell opposed the ruling, fearing it would ultimately be 
harmful to students. 

Justice White prevailed, and the judiciary thus joined the progressive educationists and many parents in 
holding that “student rights” trump the traditional prerogative of teachers to require compliance with school 
discipline. The Goss ruling helped bring on the era of permissiveness that Justice Black had warned about. 

A Stanford education scholar explains what happened next: “In response to the threat of such lawsuits, 
schools have felt forced to institute increasingly formal and rigid procedures that cannot be challenged in 
court because they allow for no discretion or flexibility in the way they are administered.” 43 Enter the zero- 
tolerance policies we discussed in chapter 2. Schools gradually augmented value-free education with 
judgment-free discipline. But punishment without discretion and judgment angers students and further 
undermines the moral authority of the school. 


Where the Reformers Go Wrong 


Those who oppose directive moral education often call it a form of brainwashing or indoctrination. That is 
sheer confusion. To brainwash children undermines their autonomy and rational self-mastery, and 
diminishes their freedom. To educate them and to teach them to be competent, self-controlled, and morally 


responsible in their actions increases their freedom and deepens their humanity. The Greeks and Romans 
understood this well, as did most of the great scholastic and Enlightenment thinkers. It is a first principle of 
every great religion and high civilization. To know what is right and act on it is the highest expression of 
freedom and personal autonomy. 

What Victorians had in mind when they extolled the qualities of a “gentleman” are the virtues we need to 
teach our children: honesty, integrity, courage, decency, politeness. These are as important to the well-being 
of a young male today as they were in nineteenth-century England. Even today, despite several decades of 
moral deregulation, most young men (and women) understand the term gentleman and approve of the ideals 
it connotes. 

Far from being oppressive, the manners, instincts, and virtues we recognize in decent human beings—in 
the case of males, the manners, instincts, and virtues we associate with being a “gentleman”’—are liberating. 
To civilize a boy is to allow him to make the most of himself. And good manners and good morals benefit 
the community more than even the best of laws. As Edmund Burke advised, “Manners are of more 
importance than laws. Upon them, in a great measure, the laws depend. The law touches us but here and 
there and now and then. Manners are what vex and soothe, corrupt or purify, exalt or debase, barbarize or 
refine us by a constant, steady uniform insensible operation.”44 

Common sense, convention, tradition, and modern social science research converge in support of the 
Aristotelian tradition of directive character education.45 Children need clear standards, firm expectations, 
and adults in their lives who are loving and understanding but who insist on responsible behavior. But all of 
this was out of fashion in education circles for more than thirty years. By the mid-1970s, we were on our 
way to becoming the first society in history to use high principle to weaken the moral authority of teachers. 
Soon, local officials throughout the country, from Principal Maltman at Glen Ridge High in New Jersey to 
Mayor Titel of Lakewood, California, would be powerless in the face of delinquent students and litigious 
parents. 

Value-free education declined slowly, then came to an abrupt end on April 20, 1999, when two boys 
walked into Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, and murdered twelve students and a teacher. 


Evil Boys 


The Columbine massacre shocked the nation. How could it happen? The usual explanations failed. Poverty? 
The killers, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, were middle class. Easy access to weapons? True, but young 
men, especially in the West, have always had access to guns. Broken families? Both boys’ families were intact. 
A nation of emotionally repressed boys? Boys were much the same back in the 50s and ’60s when nobody 
brought guns to school. Bullies drove them to it? As journalist Dave Cullen showed in his meticulously 
researched Columbine, the killers were not bullied; nor were they members of an outcast Goth cult called the 
Trench Coat Mafia—that was all a media fiction.4¢6 

One week after the Colorado shootings, Secretary of Education Richard Riley talked to a group of 
students at a high school in Annapolis, Maryland. After the secretary rounded up the usual causes and reasons 
for the atrocity, a student asked him about one he had not mentioned: “Why haven't students been offered 
ethics classes?” Secretary Riley seemed taken aback by the question. 

Sad to say, it is not likely that an ethics curriculum would have stopped boys like Harris and Klebold 
from their murderous rampage. Harris was a cold-blooded sociopath; Klebold, an enraged, suicidal follower. 
They planned their assault for more than a year, and the goal was not to shoot a few students. Their plan 
(which fortunately failed when their bombs did not detonate) was to rival Timothy McVeigh and to blow up 
the entire school. They were domestic terrorists. 


As noted in chapter 2, many social critics cited the Columbine debacle as a metaphor for all boys. 
William Pollack, director of the Center for Men at McLean Hospital and author of the bestselling Real Boys: 
Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood, told audiences around the country, “The boys in Littleton are 
the tip of the iceberg. And the iceberg is a// boys”47 (his emphasis). More recently, feminist sociologist Jessie 
Klein opined: 


Eric and Dylan were affirming, rather than rejecting, some of the prevailing social moral standards at 
their school. These expectations push boys to achieve a certain kind of status at all costs—and in 
particular link the achievement of this status to a narrow definition of masculinity that values power 
and dominance above all else.48 


There were hundreds of boys at Littleton’s Columbine High. Some behaved heroically. Senior Seth 
Houy threw his body over a terrified girl to shield her from the bullets. Scores of grief-ridden boys attended 
the memorial services. At one service, two brothers performed a song they had written for their lost friends. 
Other young men read poems. To take two morbid killers as representative of “the nature of boyhood” is 
profoundly misguided and unjust. 

Certainly, the school could have done a better job protecting itself. When Harris and Klebold appeared 
in school with T-shirts with the words “Serial Killer” emblazoned on them, the principal should have taken 
notice. An English teacher at Columbine, Cheryl Lucas, told Education Week that both boys had written 
short stories about death and killing “that were horribly, graphically, violent” and that she had notified 
school officials. According to Lucas, the officials had taken no action because nothing the boys wrote had 
violated school rules. Speaking with painful irony, the frustrated teacher explained, “In a free society, you 
cant take action until they've committed some horrific crime because they are guaranteed freedom of 
speech.”49 Harris and Klebold exposed the madness of deploying that sort of logic with adolescents. 

But one of the lessons of the Columbine story is to be careful drawing lessons. In the first edition of this 
book, I cited the case as an example of a breakdown in character education. But the more we learn about the 
events at Columbine or Sandy Hook Elementary, why those killers did what they did is as mysterious and 
complex as the problem of evil itself. We need to do all we can to identify deviants such as Klebold, Harris, 
and Adam Lanza; and we need to protect ourselves from their malice. But they should not be confused with 
normal boys. Most boys dont need therapeutic interventions, gender resocialization, or draconian 
punishments; what they need are basic ethics. 

In sum: Columbine brought an abrupt end to the “value-free” progressive pedagogy of 1970-1999, but 
it also led to serious errors in the opposite direction: the zero-tolerance movement. Both were errant 
extremes that proved particularly harmful to boys. At the same time, Columbine produced positive and 
productive responses. It invigorated a burgeoning character education movement. Such a movement may 
never protect us from sociopaths like Harris, Klebold, and Lanza, but its prospects for normal, healthy 


children are bright. 


The Quiet Revival of Character Education 


In the early 1990s, even before the Columbine shootings, a hitherto silent majority of parents, teachers, and 
community activists were beginning to agitate in favor of old-fashioned moral education. In July 1992, a 
group called the Character Counts Coalition (organized by the Josephson Institute of Ethics and made up of 
teachers, youth leaders, politicians, and ethicists) gathered in Aspen, Colorado, for a three-and-a-half-day 
conference on character education. The program was initiated by Michael Josephson, a former law professor 


and entrepreneur. His texts were Aristotle, St. Augustine, and the Boy Scout Handbook—the “old morality.” 
At the end of the conference, the group put forward “The Aspen Declaration on Character Education.” 
Among its principles: 


¢ The present and future well-being of our society requires an involved, caring citizenry with good moral 
character. 

¢ Effective character education is based on core ethical values that form the foundation of democratic 
society, in particular, respect, responsibility, trustworthiness, caring, justice, fairness, civic virtue, and 
citizenship. 

¢ Character education is, first and foremost, an obligation of families: it is also an important obligation of 
faith communities, schools, youth, and other human service organizations.5° 


Over the years, the Character Counts Coalition has attracted a wide and politically diverse following. Its 
council of advisors has included liberals such as Marian Wright Edelman and conservatives such as William 
Bennett. Several United States senators from both political parties have joined, along with a number of 
governors, mayors, and state representatives. Ihe new character-education movement has been embraced by 
dozens of youth-serving organizations, including the National Association of Secondary School Principals, 
the YMCA of the USA, Boys & Girls Club of America, and the National PTA. Members also include 
schools, municipalities, and businesses. “Together we reach more than seven million young people every 
day,” says the Josephson Institute.5! Today most states mandate some form of moral education. 

Individual schools have testified to its effectiveness. Fallon Park Elementary School in Roanoke, Virginia, 
for example, saw a dramatic change in its students after the principal adopted the Character Counts program 
in 1998.52 Every morning the students recite the Pledge of Allegiance. This is followed by a pledge written 
by the students and teachers: “Each day in our words and actions we will persevere to exhibit respect, caring, 
fairness, trustworthiness, responsibility, and citizenship.” These core values were integrated into the daily life 
of the school. According to the principal, suspensions declined, attendance and grades improved, and 
—wmirabile dictu—misbehavior on school buses all but disappeared.53 That was in 1998; in 2012 the 
program was still going strong. 

Character Counts is the most widely used character education program. So far there is little research 
proving its efficacy, but dozens of evidence-based programs have flourished over the years, and many 
received strong federal support for a time. Among the most successful are PATHS (South Deerfield, 
Massachusetts), Roots of Empathy (Toronto, Canada), Caring School Community (Oakland, California), 
and Positive Action (Twin Falls, Idaho). Stanford’s William Damon reports, “Federal support for such 
programs was authorized under the Clinton administration and tripled in size during the Bush 
administration.”54 According to Damon, the Obama administration has “reduced or eliminated support . . . 
with the lone exception of a new bullying initiative.”55 

Members of the Obama administration may have recoiled from the conservative connotations of 
“character.” But it is also possible they were reacting to the muddled state of research surrounding such 
programs. There are hundreds of different programs, and the research on their effectiveness is mixed. In 
What Works in Character Education, a 2005 survey, University of Missouri-St. Louis education scholar 
Marvin Berkowitz and his colleague Mindy Bier identified “sixty-nine scientifically rigorous studies showing 
the effectiveness of a wide range of character education initiatives.” 56 Thirty-three programs were cited for 
having “scientifically demonstrated positive student outcome.” However, these results were contradicted by a 
major 2010 Department of Education study, which examined seven typical character education programs 
and found them ineffective.57 Researchers randomly assigned programs to eighty-four schools in six states 


and then measured their impact on student behavior and achievement. When compared to the results of a 
control group, they could find no evidence of improvement. 

The latter study has proved controversial. According to Berkowitz, the research design was so rigorous 
that it likely made it difficult to implement the programs effectively. Such comprehensive school initiatives 
usually require strong commitment from school leaders and staff, and randomly assigning programs to 
schools and classrooms is therefore an obstacle to effectiveness. William Damon judged it to be “a poor test 
of how real character education influences students.” 58 Allen Ruby, the coauthor of the Department of 
Education study, conceded that “this is one study, so people shouldn't just say, “We’re done, let’s move 
on.’”59 All the same, the findings were sobering and remind us that the task of finding our way back to 
moral education is not going to be easy. Needless to say, we have to keep trying. Too many children, boys 
most of all, are morally adrift. And there are some programs that have been judged effective by other 
researchers. Consider Positive Action. 


Aristotle in Idaho 


Positive Action is a character education program founded in 1982 by education scholar Carol Gerber Allred. 
Today more than eleven thousand schools, twenty-five hundred districts, and two thousand community 
groups have adopted it. The K-12 curriculum consists of teachers’ guides and scripted lessons, along with a 
variety of age-appropriate games, music, posters, stories, and activities. Lessons are taught fifteen minutes a 
day throughout the school year. When the Department of Education carried out an evaluation of forty-one 
leading character education programs in 2007, Positive Action was the only one to receive its seal of 
approval. Positive Action is the one ethics program included in the department’s influential What Works 
Clearinghouse (WWC). “The WWC considers the extent of evidence for Positive Action to be moderate to 
large for behavior and for academic achievement.”60 

In the late 1970s, Allred was teaching high school in Idaho and became discouraged by her students’ lack 
of engagement and ambition. Many were confused about basic ethics and had little understanding of work 
ethic. “I just knew they could do better,” she told me. In response, Allred developed a character education 
system based on her readings in psychology, philosophy, and her appreciation of “Idaho farm values.” She 
asked herself, “What do these hardworking, self-reliant, and honorable farmers know, and how can I teach it 
to my students?” She came up with a simple formula, which she named Positive Action. According to several 
carefully designed studies, her formula works.6! These studies found that Positive Action improved 
behavior, increased academic achievement, reduced suspension rates, and, according to the WWC, reduced 
“serious violence among boys.” 62 A third, more recent study found that Positive Action had “favorable 
program effects on reading for African American males.”63 

The Positive Action curriculum is based on the old-fashioned idea that “you feel good about yourself 
when you think and do positive actions, and there is a positive way to do everything.” Its philosophy was 
crisply expressed by Abraham Lincoln: “When I do good I feel good, and when I do bad I feel bad.” 64 
Children as young as three or four are able to grasp this simple truth. The program teaches them how to stay 
inside the “Success Circle” (or “Happy Circle” for the younger children). The key is to fix on and hold 
positive thoughts and then act on them. Good feelings follow. 

But Positive Action is not an “I love myself” self-esteem program. Allred became disillusioned with the 
self-esteem movement when she realized it lacked moral substance. Positive Action directs children toward a 
set of core values: specifically, trustworthiness, industry, kindness, and achievement. Children learn to pay 
close attention to how they feel when they are honest, hardworking, and kind; and they learn to avoid the 
vicious cycle that comes from cultivating bad thoughts, taking destructive actions, and feeling self-loathing. 


They become their own moral mentors. 

One goal of the program is to get kids hooked on self-improvement—physical, moral, and intellectual. 
They are taught that it can be hard to stay inside the Success Circle but intrinsically very rewarding. It may 
be tempting to shirk a demanding task, lie to a friend, or steal something from someone. But children learn 
to monitor the toll it takes on their psyches. They also learn the central lesson that comes down to us from 
the ancient Stoics: you don't have to be at the mercy of your thoughts and ideas—you can change them and 
improve them. As the first-century Greek philosopher Epictetus said, “What upsets people is not things 
themselves, just their judgment about things.”©5 Through Positive Action, children learn to be mindful and 
careful of their judgments. 

Older students also study the lives of great individuals—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Florence 
Nightingale, Susan B. Anthony, Albert Einstein, the Dalai Lama, Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Mother 
Teresa, or Rosa Parks—with a focus on “the thoughts that lead them to take great actions.” Allred’s program 
is practical, mundane, and homespun, but it somehow captures the insights of the world’s great moral 
traditions. What’s more, it resonates with children. “It is intuitive in them,” Allred told me. Aristotle and 
Epictetus could not agree more. This Idaho educator may have found a way to equip children with a moral 
compass—and the means to find their way back to true north when they stray. 

In June 2011, an eleven-year-old boy at Monterey Heights Elementary School in California gave a 
speech at graduation about how Positive Action had changed his life. He had once been a bully and a 
troublemaker and was failing his classes. “The lunch lady tried to keep me from recess so I cursed her out,” 
he told his audience. “School was a prison to me and teachers were just trying to keep me locked in.” But 
something in the Positive Action curriculum reached him. He is now a Positive Action “Sumo.” His grades 
are good, he has more friends, and he has emerged as a school leader. “To all my future lunch ladies—I will 
not cuss you out.” 

When a Michigan state official visited a Positive Action class at Tustin Elementary in Tustin, Michigan, 
she remarked to a coworker, “I can use this in my own life.”66 We can all use it in our lives, but too many 
parents and schools simply fail to impart basic worldly wisdom to children. Positive Action appears to be 
effective with both girls and boys; but today, with so many boys clueless about right and wrong, misdirected 
by the self-esteem movement, and lacking ambition—it is just the sort of instruction they desperately need. 


How to Be Successful 


The movement to restore directive moral education to the schools has been fiercely resisted by many 
educators since its inception. Amherst professor Benjamin DeMott wrote a piece for Harper’s Magazine in 
1994 jeering at the revived character education movement. Like Professor Puka, DeMott asked how we can 
hope to teach ethics in a society where CEOs award themselves large salaries “in the midst of the age of 
downsizing.”67 Alfie Kohn, a popular education speaker and writer, wrote a long critical piece in the 
education magazine Phi Delta Kappan accusing character education programs of indoctrinating children and 
making them obedient workers in an unjust society where “the nation’s wealth is concentrated in fewer and 
fewer hands.”68 Reactionary values, he claims, are already a powerful force in our nation’s schools: 
“Children in American schools are even expected to begin each day by reciting a loyalty oath to the 
Fatherland, although we call it by a different name.” 69 Kohn’s comparison—likening the Pledge of 
Allegiance to a loyalty oath to Hitler’s Reich—is a fair example of the mind-set one still finds among some 
progressives. 

Thomas Lasley, former dean of the University of Dayton School of Education and another foe of the 
“old morality,” denounces the “values juggernaut” for its hypocrisy: 


Teachers tell students to cooperate, but then they systematically rank students in terms of their class 
performance. . . . Teachers tell students that respect is essential for social responsibility, but then they 
call on boys a majority of the time. . . . And finally students are informed that they should be critical 
thinkers, but then they are evaluated on whether they think the same way that their teachers do.70 


Jerry Harrington (now retired) taught math at the Woodland Park Middle School, located in a poor 
neighborhood of San Diego, for more than thirty years. During his time at Woodland Park, Harrington 
taught a fifteen-minute morning class to students called How to Be Successful. It’s a course on what Aristotle 
called the practical virtues. But it is also the kind of course critics like Kohn and Lasley deplore. In 
Harrington’s class, the kids learn the “Eleven B’s”: Be responsible. Be on time. Be friendly. Be polite. Be a 
listener. Be a tough worker. Be a goal setter. And so on. Children are taught all about the work ethic and 
how to integrate it into their lives.71 

Writer Tim Stafford described what happened when Harrington ran into a former pupil. 72 The student, 
Philip, then in high school, was bagging groceries, and Harrington asked him how he got his job. Philip said 
he got it by applying what he had learned in class. First, he set a goal: “I set a goal that I needed to earn six 
hundred dollars in the summer because my mother could not afford to buy me clothes for school.” 
Adhering closely to the method taught in the course, Philip then broke the goal down into small parts. Next 
he had taken what are called “action steps.” Step one: He listed twenty businesses that were within walking or 
biking distance of his house. Step two: He went to each one to apply for a job. After sixteen rejections, the 
seventeenth place—the grocery store—hired him. 

Two years later, Mr. Harrington ran into Philip’s older brother, who told him that Philip was still 
working. The older brother told Mr. Harrington, “You saved my life too.” He explained that their mother 
was an alcoholic who had had a series of boyfriends. Their home life was chaotic. Philip had told his brother 
about what he had learned in his How to Be Successful class. Now both brothers were putting their lives 
together.73 

I spoke with Harrington in the fall of 1999. He told me that, on average, middle school boys are less 
mature than the girls: “The boys have difficulties at the level of basic organization: being responsible for 
their backpacks, their homework.” Most of the girls understand the idea of personal responsibility and are 
ready to move on to the idea of being responsible for others. At Harrington's school, it is girls who are active 
in school events and who hold the leadership positions in student government. The male students are 
preoccupied with skateboarding, surfing, and roller blading—activities with few rules, little structure, no 
responsibilities. When he asks his male students about their long-term goals, many of them confidently assert 
that they plan to become sports stars. But when he inquires about what steps they are taking to realize even 
that unrealistic goal, he finds that they have a very poor understanding of the relationship of means to ends. 
Harrington has two daughters and assures me that “girls are very dear to my heart.” But, he points out, no 
one seems to be focused on boys: “Every time I turn around, if there is an event or program where someone 
is going to be lifted up and encouraged, it’s for girls.” Harrington was unusual in recognizing and talking 
about boys, their insufficiencies, and how badly we neglect them. He was doing what he could to help them, 
but in too many schools the moral needs of boys are disregarded and unmet.74 

There are millions of American boys who could greatly benefit from courses like Harrington’s and from 
programs like Positive Action—and not just poor and neglected boys. Of course, girls need directive moral 
education as well. But when we consider that boys are more likely to fail at school, to become disengaged, to 
get into trouble, and generally to lose their way to a viable future, it is reasonable to conclude that boys need 
it more. When two University of Pennsylvania researchers tried to determine why girls do so much better in 
school than boys, one glaring but simple difference stood out: “Self-discipline gives girls the edge.”75 


What real-world help do the DeMotts, Kohns, Lasleys, and Pukas have to offer boys such as Philip and 
his brother? What do they propose the schools do about boys with serious character disorders, such as Kyle 
and Kevin Scherzer and Chris Archer, the Glen Ridge ringleaders, and the Lakewood boys? How would 
Philip and his brother have fared under the latter-day romantic permissive philosophy of these progressive 
educators? At the other extreme, too many schools have adopted zero-tolerance policies and simply suspend 
or expel troubled boys and leave them to cope on their own. The evidence on current character education is 
mixed, but the extremes—value-free education, gender resocialization, and zero tolerance—have no 
empirical basis whatsoever. 

Lacking guidance and discipline and ignorant of their moral heritage, many American public school 
children, especially boys, are ill prepared for real life, confused about how to manage their personal lives, 
and ethically challenged. Some, indeed, are lethally dangerous. In the war against moral education, it is boys 
who suffer most of the casualties. 


9 
War and Peace 


Dee have always been societies that favored boys over girls. Ours may be the first to deliberately throw 


the gender switch. If we continue on our present course, boys will be tomorrow’s second sex. 

The preeminence of girls is gratifying to those who believe that, even now, many girls are silenced and 
diminished. At long last, it is boys who are learning what it is like to be “the other sex.” Recall Peggy 
Orenstein’s approval of a women-centered classroom, whose walls were filled with pictures and celebrations 
of women, with men conspicuously absent: “Perhaps for the first time, the boys are the ones looking in 
through the window.”! 

But reversing the positions of the sexes in an unfair system should be no one’s idea of justice. A lopsided 
educational system in which boys—finally—are on the outside looking in is inherently unjust and socially 
divisive. The public has given no one a mandate to pursue a policy of privileging girls. Nor is anyone 
(outside exotic gender equity circles) demanding that boys be resocialized away from their boyishness. 


The Great Relearning 


Recently, there have been signs of resistance. New groups, such as the Boys Initiative, have formed to 
promote the cause of boys.2 Several excellent books on the struggles of boys have materialized. Chicago 
public schools have dared to introduce an ambitious boy-focused ethics program with a blatantly gendered 
name: Becoming a Man—Sports Edition.3 Indeed, with respect to boys, we may now be entering the era of 
“The Great Relearning.” I borrow the phrase from the novelist Tom Wolfe, who first applied it to lessons 
learned in the late 1960s by a group of hippies living in the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco. What 
happened to Wolfe’s iconoclast hippies is instructive. 

The Haight-Ashbury hippies had collectively decided that hygiene was a middle-class hang-up. So they 
determined to live without it. For example, baths and showers, while not actually banned, were frowned 
upon as retrograde. Wolfe was intrigued by these hippies who, he said, “sought nothing less than to sweep 
aside all codes and restraints of the past and start out from zero.”4 After a while their principled aversion to 
modern hygiene had consequences that were as unpleasant as they were unforeseen. Wolfe describes them 
thus: “At the Haight-Ashbury Free Clinic there were doctors who were treating diseases no living doctor had 
ever encountered before, diseases that had disappeared so long ago they had never even picked up Latin 
names, diseases such as the mange, the grunge, the itch, the twitch, the thrush, the scroff, the rot.”5 The 
itching and the manginess eventually began to vex the hippies, leading them individually to seek help from 
the local free clinics. Step by step, they had to rediscover for themselves the rudiments of modern hygiene. 
That rueful process of rediscovery is Wolfe's Great Relearning. A Great Relearning is what has to happen 
whenever reformers go too far—whenever, in order to start over “from zero,” they jettison basic values, 
well-proven social practices, and plain common sense. 

Wolfe’s story is both true and amusing. We are, however, familiar with more consequential, less amusing 
twentieth-century experiments with rebuilding humankind from zero: Today, more than twenty years after 
the fall of communism, Eastern Europeans are still in the midst of their own Great Relearning. The United 


States has also had its share of radical social experiments. By recklessly denying the importance of giving 
young people moral guidance, parents and educators have cast great numbers of them morally adrift. In 
defecting from the crucial duties of moral education, we have placed ourselves and our children—especially 
boys—in serious jeopardy. 

We are at the tail end of an extraordinary period of moral deregulation that has left many tens of 
thousands of our boys academically deficient and without adequate guidance. Too many American boys are 
floundering, unprepared for the demands of family and work. Many have only a vague sense of right and 
wrong. Many are still being taught by Rousseauian romantics, which is to say they have been left to “find 
their own values.” Leaving children to discover their own values is a little like putting them in a chemistry 
lab full of volatile substances and saying, “Discover your own compounds, kids.” 

In the pursuit of a misguided radical egalitarian ideal, many in our society have insisted the sexes are the 
same. In our schools, boys and girls are treated as if they are cognitively and emotionally interchangeable. 
We must now relearn what previous generations never doubted: the sexes are different. It is much more 
challenging to educate males than females. Just like the British and Australians, we must find out way back to 
fair-minded, gender-specific policies and practices that acknowledge difference. 

Between Mothers and Sons is a wonderful book about feminist mothers coping with an unforeseen and 
startling event—the birth of a son.6 One might expect the book to be full of advice to mothers on how to 
resocialize their male child in the direction of androgyny. Instead, it offers a poignant glimpse of women 
rediscovering the ineradicable nature of boys. These mothers came to question cherished antimale dogmas 
when these conflicted with something far stronger and deeper—motherly love. Some of the mothers confess 
to having tried to educate their sons to conform with strict feminist precepts, stopping only when it became 
evident their boys were suffering. In these accounts, Mother Nature, not Social Construction, gets the last 
word. 

Deborah Galyan, a short-story writer and essayist, describes what happened when she sent her son Dylan 
to a Montessori preschool “run by a goddess-worshiping, multiracial women’s collective on Cape Cod”7: 


[S]omething about it did not honor his boy soul. I think it was the absence of physical competition. 
Boys who clashed or tussled with each other were separated and counseled by the peacemaker. Sticks 
were confiscated and turned into tomato stakes in the school garden. . . . It finally came to me... . I 
had sent him there to protect him from the very circuitry and compulsions and desires that make him 
what he is. I had sent him there to protect him from himself.8 


Galyan then posed painful questions to which she found a liberating answer: “How could I be a good 
feminist, a good pacifist, and a good mother to a stick-wielding, weapon-generating boy?” And “What 
exactly is a five-year-old boy?” “A five-year-old boy, I learned from reading summaries of various 
neurological studies . . . is a beautiful, fierce, testosterone-drenched, cerebrally asymmetrical humanoid 
carefully engineered to move objects through space, or at very least, to watch others do so.”9 

Janet Burroway, a poet, novelist, and self-described pacifist-liberal, has a son, Tim, who grew up to 
become a career soldier. She is not sure how exactly he came to move in a direction opposite to her own. 
She recalls his abiding fascination with plastic planes, toy soldiers, and military history, noting that “his 
direction was early set.”10 Tim takes her aback in many ways, but she is clearly proud of him: throughout his 
childhood she was struck by his “chivalric character”: “He would, literally, lay down his life for a cause or a 
friend.” And she confesses, “I am forced to be aware of my own contradictions in his presence: a feminist 
often charmed by his machismo.”!! 

Galyan and Burroway discarded some common antimale prejudices when they discovered that boys have 


their own distinctive charm. The love and respect they shared with their sons left them chastened, wiser, and 
free of the fashionable resentments that many women harbor toward males. All the same, such stories are 
sobering. They remind us of the strong disapproval with which many women initially approach boys. 

Mary Gordon, perhaps the most orthodox and inveterate feminist in this instructive anthology, is another 
mother with a disarming son. On one occasion, her son David defends his older sister from a bully. “I 
thought it was really nice of him to stand up for me,” said the sister. For a moment, the mother is also 
moved by David’s gallantry. “But after a minute, I didn’t want to buy the idea that a woman needs a man to 
stand up for her.” Gordon says that this incident “expressed for me the complexities of being a feminist 
mother of a son.”!2 

Gordon realizes that she cannot be fair to her son unless she overcomes her prejudices: “Would I take my 
generalized anger against male privilege out on this little child who was dependent upon me for his survival, 
physical to be sure, but mental as well?” Nevertheless, Gordon remains torn between her principled 
animosity against “the male” and her maternal love: “We can’t afford wholesale male-bashing, nor can we 
afford to see the male as the permanently unreconstructable gender. Nor can we pretend that things are right 
as they are... . We must love them as they are, often without knowing what it is that’s made them that 
way.’13 Gordon still firmly believes that males need to be “reconstructed.” In saying “We can’t afford 
wholesale male-bashing,” she implies that a certain amount of bashing is proper. 

An unacknowledged animus against boys is loose in our society. The women who design events such as 
Son’s Day, who write antiharassment guides, who gather in workshops to determine how to change boys’ 
“gender schema” barely disguise their disapproval. Others, who bear no malice to boys, nevertheless do not 
credit them with sanity and health, for they regard the average boy as alienated, lonely, emotionally 
repressed, isolated, and prone to violence. These “save-the-male” critics start out by giving boys a failing 
gerade. They join the girl partisans in calling for radical change in the way American males are socialized: only 
by raising boys to be more like girls can we help them become “real boys.” 

It is also unfortunate that so many popular writers and education reformers think ill of American boys. 
The worst-case sociopathic males—gang rapists, mass murderers—become instant metaphors for everyone's 
sons. The vast numbers of decent and honorable young men, on the other hand, never inspire disquisitions 
on the inner nature of the boy next door. The false and corrosive doctrine that equates masculinity with 
violence has found its way into the mainstream. 

Now, it is the fashion to celebrate “The End of Men.” The male declinists like S/ate’s Hanna Rosin and 
ABC legal analyst Dan Abrams seem to imagine a world of busy, consensus-building women, happily and 
competently interacting and managing the new economy. !4 Rosin points to the explosion of jobs in the 
nurturing and communicating professions: boys are going to have to adapt to this new women-centered 
world, or perish. While it is true that family therapists, website designers, personal coaches, dance therapists, 
home health assistants, and executive producers are in high demand, it is not clear that this network of 
nurturers and communicators can be sustained without someone paying for it. Society still needs hard-driven 
innovators. 

Women are joining men as partners in running the world and even moving ahead of them in many fields, 
but they are not replacing them. After almost forty years of gender-neutral pronouns, men are still more 
likely than women to run for political office, start businesses, file for patents, tell jokes, write editorials, 
conduct orchestras, and blow things up. Males succeed and fail more spectacularly than females: More males 
are Nobel laureates and CEOs. But more are also in maximum-security prisons, and males commit most 
acts of wanton violence. But it usually takes other men to stop them. “Are Men Necessary?” asks New York 
Times writer Maureen Dowd. Yes, they are. 

Not because women lack the talent to do the things men do—women can be just as formidable and 


enterprising as men when they set their minds to it. But fewer women than men do set their minds to it. The 
sexes are equal, but they exercise their equality in different ways. There is a well-known complementarity 
between the two sexes. They need each other. They have even been known to love one another. How did we 
forget about these simple truths? And how have we allowed our society to become so badly rigged against 
boys? 

As part of our Great Relearning, we must again recognize and respect the reality that the sexes are 
different but equal. Each has its distinctive strengths and graces. We must put an end to all the crisis 
mongering that pathologizes children: we must be less credulous when sensationalistic experts talk of girls as 
drowning Ophelias or of boys as anxious, isolated Hamlets. Neither sex needs to be “revived” or “rescued”; 
neither needs to be “reinvented.” Instead of doing things that do not need doing and should not be done, we 
must dedicate ourselves to the hard tasks that are both necessary and possible: improving the moral climate 
in our schools and providing our children with first-rate schooling that equips them for the good life in the 
new century. 

We have created a lot of problems, both for ourselves and for our children. Now we must resolutely set 
about solving them. I am confident we can do that. American boys, whose very masculinity turns out to be 
politically incorrect, badly need our support. If you are an optimist, as I am, you believe that good sense and 
fair play will prevail. If you are a mother of sons, as I am, you know that one of the most agreeable facts of 


life is that boys will be boys. 
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